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ABSTRACT
Vermont is a largely rural and homogenous New England state not often thought
of as a destination for Latino migrant farm laborers, but in recent years dairy farms have
begun hiring Latino workers; there are now an estimated 1200 in the state, although the
exact number is unknown (Baker, 2013). As the dairy industry is the largest contributor
to sales from agriculture for the state, these farmworkers play an essential role in
Vermont’s economy (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2014b). These migrant dairy
farmworkers hail primarily from Mexico, with a small fraction from Central America,
and lack sufficient documentation to work and live legally in the U.S. Myriad stressors
are inherent to both dairy farm labor and living as an illegal immigrant. In a state like
Vermont so near the Canadian border, where federal immigration officials have
jurisdiction, there is an additional layer of risk. This thesis explores the social, political,
geographic, and economic context of Vermont as it relates to the experiences of stress for
Latino migrant dairy farmworkers in the state.
In addition to reviewing the literature to better understand of the context for stress
and stressors affecting migrant farmworkers the U.S., this thesis uses information from a
survey administered to Latino migrant dairy farmworkers in Vermont. This thesis utilizes
the Migrant Farmworker Stress Inventory (MFWSI), a survey instrument designed to
assess the types and severities of stressors inherent to migrant farmwork. This survey is
supplemented by questions targeting Vermont-specific stressors for migrant farmworkers.
Demographic characteristics reveal Vermont’s Latino migrant farmworkers to be
mostly Spanish-speaking males from Mexico or Guatemala in their late 20s, and although
over half the population are married/in a partnership and have children, less than half
those farmworkers live with their partners or kids. Among these farmworkers, 36%
exhibit “caseness,” for stress, i.e. degree of stress correlated with poor mental or physical
health outcomes defined as a score of ≥80 on the MFWSI. The mean stress score for this
population is 74.55, above the average for studies in the literature using the MFWSI.
Significant stressors from this study include those related to social isolation, language
barriers, and migration and legal insecurity. Factors contributing significantly to overall
stress or more extreme levels of specific stressors include: living closer to the Canadian
border, getting surveyed in cold months, being Guatemalan, being in a marriage or
partnership, having contact with health clinics, getting paid lower wages, working longer
hours, not having family or partners on the farm, having a previous farm injury, having a
Driver’s Privilege Card, and not having contact with various organizations that help
migrant farmworkers in Vermont. Exploratory questions reveal that keeping busy and
socializing are the main ways farmworkers reduce stress in their lives, but that having a
work permit/legal status, or being able to be with family would most reduce their stress.
This thesis concludes with suggestions for increasing support for organizations
that provide essential services to migrant farmworkers, like health services, ESL and
education, and advocacy for improved labor conditions. Continued research should use
the insights gleaned from this thesis to explore further strategies for coping with the
stressors prevalent amongst Vermont’s Latino migrant dairy farmworkers.
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INTRODUCTION
Despite its geographic distance from the Mexico/US border, Vermont has become
an increasingly popular destination for Latino farmworkers (Baker & Chappelle, 2012;
Keller, Gray, & Harrison, 2016). Dairy is a critical industry for Vermont’s economy, and
the labor force hired to sustain it is increasingly comprised of Latino migrant
farmworkers, most of who are from Mexico or Central America, many of whom it is
believed lack sufficient documentation to work and live legally in the U.S (Baker, 2013;
Sawyer, Calderwood, Bothfeld, & Perkins, 2013; U.S. Department of Agriculture,
2014b). “Latino” refers to “a person of Dominican, Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South
or Central American, or other Spanish culture or origin regardless of race," which
includes any of the Mexican or Central American farmworkers surveyed in this thesis
research (Ennis, Ríos-Vargas, & Albert, 2011). These dairy laborers are considered
“migrant farmworkers,” simply defined as “individuals who annually migrate from one
place to another to earn a living in agriculture,” differentiating them from “seasonal
farmworkers” who retain more permanent housing nearby their farm locations for the
period of a specific growing season (Hovey & Magaña, 2002b, p. 493; Kim‐Godwin &
Bechtel, 2004).
There has been a relatively small but growing body of research examining the
mental health of migrant agricultural workers in the United States. This research,
however, has primarily been focused in states or regions of the country commonly
understood to have large migrant farmworking populations, like California, the Midwest,
or the Southeast. Research is still lacking in small, remote states like Vermont, where the
1

amount of migrant farmworkers is relatively minimal but no less important to the state’s
agricultural economy, and the potential sources of stress and other factors affecting
migrant farmworkers’ mental health may be more nuanced (Baker & Chappelle, 2012).
This thesis will contribute to the literature by exploring the prevalence and sources of
stress and stressors affecting Latino migrant dairy farmworkers in Vermont, and will
examine the implications of this stress within the greater political, social, and economic
context of the state of Vermont.
Lazarus and Folkman (1984), leading scholars in the science of stress, refer to the
occurrence of “stress” as resulting when individuals have insufficient means for dealing
with what a given situation demands. To clarify, they define psychological stress as “a
particular relationship between the person and the environment that is appraised by the
person as taxing or exceeding his or her resources and endangering his or her well-being”
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 19). “Stressors” are generally defined by Selye (1956), in
his seminal text about life stress, as the events or situations that serve as stimuli for stress.
A relatively recent and more precise description is given by Chaney, et al. (2011), who
explain stressors as the “internal and/or external demands experienced by an individual
that cause distress and disrupt psychological and physical functional balance or
homeostasis” (p. 237). These concepts of stress and stressors will be discussed more
thoroughly in the literature review of this thesis.
This thesis will use the wealth of data collected from a survey designed by a
UVM research team in conjunction with knowledge gleaned from the literature in order
to better understand the context for, and implications of, stress and stressors amongst
2

Vermont’s Latino migrant dairy farmworkers. Based on previous research on stress for
Latino immigrant farmworkers, as well as an understanding of the circumstances of
living and working in Vermont as a foreign-born, migrant dairy laborer, it is
hypothesized that stressors related to legal insecurity, social isolation, labor conditions,
language barriers, and access to adequate healthcare will be the most profound for this
population, and factors affecting these specific stressors will be among the most
significant findings. The following research questions will be addressed and used to
guide the exploration and analysis of findings in this thesis:

1)

What are the general demographics and characteristics of Vermont’s Latino migrant
farmworkers?

2)

What is the overall level of stress for Vermont’s Latino migrant farmworkers
according to the Migrant Farmworker Stress Inventory (MFWSI)?

3)

Which stressors are the most impactful for Vermont’s Latino migrant farmworkers?

4)

How does the overall stress and greatest stressors of Vermont’s Latino migrant
farmworkers compare to that of other Latino migrant farmworkers around the U.S.?

5)

How do Vermont’s Latino migrant farmworkers cope with stress or think their
stress could be reduced?

6)

How do certain demographic or environmental factors affect the overall stress and
greatest stressors for Vermont’s Latino migrant farmworkers?

3

BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW
Role of Latino migrant workers in U.S. agriculture
There are approximately one million hired farmworkers in the United States,
around 60% of whom are full-time hired employees - the other 40% consist primarily of
farm owners and their unpaid family members (Economic Research Service, 2016;
Martin, 2015). The most recent data from National Agricultural Workers Survey
(NAWS) found that 72% of the hired crop workers in the U.S. during the fiscal years
2013-2014 were foreign born, 93% of whom were from Mexico and 5% were from
Central America (U.S. Department of Labor, 2015). This survey also found that 46% of
hired crop workers were not legally authorized to work in the U.S. While the NAWS
data, put out by the U.S. Department of Labor, is one of the more comprehensive
resources for statistics about foreign-born and unauthorized agricultural workers, it does
not incorporate the relatively small amount of hired farm workers holding H-2A visas (a
“guest-worker” visa providing temporary legal status for seasonal agricultural workers),
and it only interviews crop workers, which make up between 55-80% of all hired
agricultural workers, depending on the data source (Economic Research Service, 2016;
Legal Services Corporation, 2015; Martin & Jackson-Smith, 2013; U.S. Citizen and
Immigration Services, 2016; U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2014a, 2016; U.S.
Department of Labor, 2015). People hired to work on dairy farms, for example, are
excluded from the NAWS data.
The dairy industry in the United States relies on foreign-born farm labor,
primarily from Mexico and Central America, much like the crop-based farms represented
4

in the NAWS data. According to the 2012 Census of Agriculture, about 60% of farms
classified for “dairy cattle and milk production” employed hired farm labor, for a total of
over 164,000 workers (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2014a). There is no accounting in
the census of how many of these workers are immigrants, but a recent comprehensive
study of immigrant labor on dairy farms across the U.S. found that there were over
150,000 employees on dairy farms, 51% of whom were foreign born (Adcock, Anderson,
& Rosson, 2015). This same study determined that these immigrant workers, hired by
about one-third of the farms surveyed, could be credited with producing about 79% of the
nation’s milk supply. This is a substantial increase in immigrant labor from a similar
study just six years earlier that found 41% of workers on dairy farms were immigrants,
largely Mexican, that produced 62% of the milk supply (Rosson, Adcock, Susanto, &
Anderson, 2009).
In Wisconsin, which has a reputation as a top dairy producing state (number one
until surpassed by California in the mid-1990s), foreign-born workers comprised about
40% of the total dairy workforce in 2008 (Liebman, Juarez‐Carrillo, Reyes, & Keifer,
2015; U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2018). New York, among the top four dairy
producing states in the U.S. over the past several decades, was found to have a 27%
Latino workforce on their dairy farms in 2009, according to one study (Maloney & Bills,
2011; U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2018). A longitudinal study of dairy farms in
select, milk-producing, northeastern states, including New York, Pennsylvania, and
Vermont, found that the percentage of farms employing at least one Spanish-speaking
worker rose substantially, particularly in large farms where it rose from 52.1% to 67.4%
5

from 2002 to 2005 (Jenkins, Stack, May, & Earle-Richardson, 2009). The proportion of
total farmworkers that were Spanish-speaking also increased in the same time period, on
large farms growing from 22.3% to 32.1%. Following these trends, the authors of the
study predicted that the proportion of dairy farmworkers in this region that are primarily
Spanish speaking would continue to grow.
Role of Latino migrant workers in Vermont agriculture
Until recently, Vermont has not often thought of as a likely destination for
migrant farm workers, but the agricultural industry in this small New England state is
strongly reliant on its immigrant farm working population, especially in the dairy sector.
Although Vermont is a much smaller dairy-producing state than those aforementioned,
like Wisconsin, New York, or Pennsylvania, dairy still plays a critical role. Around 80%
of farmland in Vermont is allocated to dairies or crops grown as dairy feed, and milk
from cows provided the state with over 65% of its income from agricultural sales in 2012
(U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2014b; Vermont Dairy Promotion Council, 2015).
Recent data also showed that the roughly 870 dairy farms in the state of Vermont
produced 64% of the milk in New England in 2015 and 2016 (U.S. Department of
Agriculture, 2018; Vermont Dairy Promotion Council, 2015). The wider economic
impact of the dairy industry in Vermont is substantial; it’s estimated that, along with
product sales, the total primary and secondary benefits to local economies are around
$2.2 billion in a given year (Vermont Dairy Promotion Council, 2015).
The dairy industry provides Vermonters with 6,000-7,000 jobs, including dairy
operators, laborers hired by dairies, jobs in dairy food production, and indirectly related
6

jobs (Vermont Dairy Promotion Council, 2015). According to the most recent Census of
Agriculture, almost 72% of farms used for dairy cattle and milk production in Vermont
had hired a total of over 3,200 farm workers – about half of the estimated dairy-related
jobs in Vermont (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2014b). This census data does not
ascertain whether these hired workers are foreign born or U.S. citizens; because of legal
risks for farm employers and hired workers alike, it is often difficult to get an accurate
accounting of the number of immigrants employed on farms in Vermont or elsewhere. It
has been estimated, however, that Vermont’s dairy industry is host to roughly 1200
Mexican or Central American migrant farmworkers – mostly without legal work permits
(Baker, 2013). A more recent count, however, presented by the Vermont Migrant
Education Program at the 2018 Vermont Dairy Labor Forum, estimated 672 actively
employed Latino workers on dairy farms in Vermont; accounting of this population is
likely to change as research continues (Shea, 2018). According to Louise Waterman at
the Vermont Agency of Agriculture, this large volume of Latino migrant farm workers
were involved with over half the milk produced in Vermont in 2007 (as cited in Baker &
Chappelle, 2012).
Most foreign-born laborers involved in Vermont’s dairy industry – and all those
surveyed for this thesis research – are undocumented immigrants that are considered to
be “migrant” laborers, as opposed to seasonal farmworkers (Sawyer et al., 2013). There is
an H-2A guest worker visa program in place in Vermont to legally allow non-citizen,
agricultural workers to be employed seasonally by farmers, but due to the year-round
nature of work in the dairy industry, most dairy farm laborers do not qualify for the H-2A
7

visa. While seasonal farmworkers seek employment for a specific growing season,
migrant farmworkers do not share this time conditionality; one study reported that about
half the migrant dairy farmworkers in Vermont that were surveyed had been on their
current farm for less than a year and remained relatively migratory, while the rest
remained on-farm for over a year (Baker & Chappelle, 2012).
Vermont, as both the second least populated state and the second “whitest,” is not
typically considered a popular destination for migrant farm workers of Hispanic origin,
but its dairy industry is far from the exception to the overall farm labor trends in dairy
states around the country (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013, 2016). Many dairies, including
those in this rural New England state, have consolidated into larger entities thanks to a
multitude of external pressures, creating a greater need for farmhands willing to work
longer hours and produce larger quantities of milk (Keller et al., 2016; Sawyer et al.,
2013; Sexsmith, 2016). It was reported that Latino farmworkers in Vermont worked an
average of 13 hours more per week than their American-born counterparts and wished
they could work more hours, contrary to the fewer hours domestic farmworkers hoped for
(Baker, 2013). Almost all farmers surveyed that had hired Latino farmworkers in
Vermont reported their experience was either good or very good. These findings support
the common perception that migrant farmworkers from Mexico and Central America are
more able and willing to satisfy high-intensity farm work needs than their native-born
American counterparts, and thus there has been an increased demand for Latino
farmworkers on Vermont dairies over the past decade or so (Baker & Chappelle, 2012;
Keller et al., 2016; Sawyer et al., 2013).
8

The farm labor shortage felt across industries around the nation is notably present
in Vermont’s dairy industry, and from 2005 to 2010, surveys demonstrated that an
increasing number of farmers believed there to be a general labor shortage in Vermont,
from 47% to 75%, respectively (Baker, 2013). In 2005, 28% of farmers expressed interest
in hiring Latino farmworkers, while the 2010 survey showed that 37% of farmers
believed the supply of Latino farmworkers was adequate for balancing out the labor
shortage (Baker, 2013). In 2012, a statewide poll found that 86% of people surveyed
agreed that these workers helped to sustain Vermont farms (Baker, 2013). Similar to
other states, much of the growing Latino population in Vermont is correlated with a
growth in immigrant farm labor in rural communities (Crowley, Lichter, & Turner,
2015). This general demand for foreign-born farmworkers may have contributed to the
substantial growth in the Latino population in the state, from an approximated 5,500 to
over 11,500 from the years 2000 to 2015 (Baker & Chappelle, 2012; U.S. Census Bureau,
2016). This increase was almost 40 times the growth rate of Vermont’s total population, a
substantial difference when compared to the U.S. as a whole, where the Latino population
grew four times as much as the total population in the same 15-year period (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2016). Large changes in percentage growth are possible, however, when
beginning from such a small base population, so the absolute change in Vermont’s Latino
population is relatively small compared to many other states. Nonetheless, in part because
of this 107% increase in Vermont’s Latino population, the state has been considered a
“new Latino destination” (Baker & Chappelle, 2012).

9

Further context of Vermont dairy and labor
The demographics of the Latino farmworkers on dairies in Vermont are similar to
those in other new Latino destinations in the region (Baker & Chappelle, 2012; Stack,
Jenkins, Earle-Richardson, Ackerman, & May, 2006). Driven mostly by the promise of
work, a majority of the farmworkers in Vermont are male, in their 20s, and arrive without
their families (Baker, 2013). According to a 2012 research article, only 18% of
farmworkers surveyed were living with their spouses in Vermont, even though over half
the farmworkers were married; almost all farmworkers said they send money home to
their families in Mexico or Central America at least once a month (Baker & Chappelle,
2012). The average farmworker surveyed expected to live and work in the U.S. for only
two years before returning home, thus not anticipating settling permanently in Vermont
(Baker & Chappelle, 2012). This is consistent with the idea that many new rural
destinations for Latinos are comprised of workers primarily seeking relatively temporary
employment where it is available, not large groups of Latinos seeking to establish longterm communities (Ellis, Wright, & Townley, 2016). Although states with large Latino
communities that developed before the year 2000 were largely formed by an influx of
family members and friends joining the pre-existing Latino communities, researchers
found that in the late 2000’s, economic opportunity and an aversion to states with strong
anti-immigrant laws seem to be the major drivers behind much of the migration to new
Latino destinations (Ellis et al., 2016). Although Vermont was not included in Ellis, et
al.’s (2016) research on migration patterns, as the population of undocumented
immigrants was considered too small to include, it appears likely that the circumstances
10

for a small but growing Latino population in Vermont closely resembles that of the new
immigrant populations in states where Ellis did research, just on a smaller scale.
The top three counties in Vermont with by far the greatest number of farms used
for dairy cattle and milk production, according to the latest agricultural census data in
2012, were Franklin, Addison, and Orleans, with 182, 134, and 127 farms, respectively
(U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2014b). Franklin, Addison, and Orleans also had the
greatest number of milk cows on dairies, in that order, each year from 2013 to 2017,
though the total number of milk cows in Vermont decreased from 134,000 to 129,000 in
that same time period, with the number of cows in each county also declining (Keough &
Deane, 2017). Franklin County, with about 33% of its farms allocated to dairy, had the
greatest concentration of dairies as a percentage of total farms, while Chittenden County
had the least, with 7.4% (Sawyer et al., 2013). The USDA’s agricultural census for the
state of Vermont also reported the number of migrant farmworkers on farms by county
for the first time in 2012, and according to the data, Addison, Franklin, and Washington
had the greatest number of farms with migrant labor (39, 15, and 11, respectively) (U.S.
Department of Agriculture, 2014b). Given the potential risks of reporting any migrant
farmworkers without documentation to legally work, however, this data should be
reviewed with caution; the total number of migrant workers reported on all Vermont
farms in this census was only 615, which may have included H-2A guestworker visaholding farmworkers on orchards or vegetable farms, substantially lower than the
minimum 1,200 estimated dairy farm laborers by other counts (Baker, 2013; U.S.
Department of Agriculture, 2014b).
11

When considering the dispersion of dairy farms employing Latino migrant
farmworkers across the various counties of Vermont, it’s important to consider the
proximity of farms within the counties to the U.S.-Canada border; within a 100-mile
range of the border, federal immigration officials maintain jurisdiction and can expedite
deportations for any undocumented persons (Keller et al., 2016). Figure 1 depicts a map
of Vermont with county lines and, using Google Maps software, the distances from the
U.S.-Canada border at 50 and 100 miles were measured and then demarcated on the map
via dashed lines, thus dividing the state into regions herein referred to as Northern
Vermont, Central Vermont, and Southern Vermont. Exact farm locations where migrant
farmworkers are employed are either unknown or not reported for confidentiality
purposes so they are not depicted on this map, but an account of how many farmworkers
reside in each county and within each region are detailed further in this thesis.

12

Figure 1. Counties of Vermont with regional divisions by distance from the U.S.-Canada
border.
13

Policies affecting Latino migrant farmworkers in the U.S. and Vermont
In order to better understand some of the root causes for stress for Latino migrant
farmworkers both in Vermont and throughout the United States, it’s important to
understand the impacts of certain statewide and federal policies that affect the general
health and well being of these farmworkers. These laws shape the lives of farmworkers in
the U.S. by directly affecting their ability to live and work without the fear of deportation,
their access to health insurance, healthcare, or welfare assistance, their ability to retain
basic workers’ rights, and even their access to a driver’s license. Policies that hinder the
farmworkers’ access to the basic rights expected by average U.S. citizens may manifest
in increased levels of stress, indirectly leading to worsened mental or physical health for
farmworkers, as will be discussed later. Recent laws and programs affecting
undocumented citizens in the U.S. and Vermont are reviewed here.
Federal policies
Despite the protections granted to laborers in most employment sectors in the
U.S., as provided by the National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) and the Fair Labor
Standards Act (FLSA) since the 1930s, agricultural workers are largely excluded from
these federal policies. In 2016, when the survey used in the present study was
administered to most participants, the Vermont state minimum wage was $9.60, however
all Vermont farm employees are considered exempt from state laws governing minimum
wage and overtime pay (Vermont Agency of Agriculture, 2015; Vermont Department of
Labor, 2016). For employees working in the agricultural sector, including dairy workers,
there is no guaranteed overtime pay, no guaranteed right to unionize, less stringent child
14

protection laws, and only larger farms have to comply with federal minimum wage laws
(Grzywacz et al., 2013; Legal Services Corporation, 2015; Strochlic & Rittenhouse,
2013). Smaller farms exempt from the federal minimum wage requirements, including
the mandate of a minimum $7.25 per hour, are those employing fewer than 500 “man
days” of labor in a given calendar quarter, which, according to the Vermont Agency of
Agriculture, equates to approximately 7-8 full-time farm employees (Strochlic &
Rittenhouse, 2013; Vermont Agency of Agriculture, 2015). Over 90% of all farms in
Vermont that used hired labor reported having nine or fewer farm employees, indicating
that a majority of the farms in the state could be exempt from the minimum wage
requirements (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2014b). Workers’ compensation is also
not guaranteed to agricultural employees by the FLSA, although different states have
implemented their own policies in this regard; in Vermont, farms with a payroll of
$10,000 or greater per year are mandated to pay workers’ compensation (Strochlic &
Rittenhouse, 2013; Vermont Agency of Agriculture, 2015).
Similarly, the Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSHA) excludes many
agricultural workers from its federal protections, particularly on small farms (Legal
Services Corporation, 2015). There is some evidence, however, that the Local Emphasis
Program (LEP), implemented by OSHA, has helped to counteract the relatively high level
of injuries and fatalities occurring in the dairy producing states of Wisconsin and New
York across the U.S. (Keller et al., 2016). Put into place in those states in 2012 and 2013,
respectively, the LEP has helped provide dairy farmworkers with better training and
safety precautions for handling the chemicals they interact with in their jobs. These
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potential boons to farmworkers are limited, however, as the OSHA is prohibited from
inspecting and regulating the safety standards on small farms with ten or fewer
farmworkers (Keller et al., 2016; Legal Services Corporation, 2015; Strochlic &
Rittenhouse, 2013). The state of Vermont has no such OSHA-sponsored program in place
for its dairy farm operations and, furthermore, the large majority of farms in Vermont that
have fewer than ten employees suggests that many dairy farms are exempt from the
OSHA regulations (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2014b).
The Migrant and Seasonal Agricultural Worker Protection Act (AWPA) of 1983
fills in some of the gaps of the aforementioned FLSA and NLRA that left out agricultural
workers, and provides federal wage, housing, transportation, and labor protections to
many farm laborers (Keller et al., 2016; Legal Services Corporation, 2015; Strochlic &
Rittenhouse, 2013). However, the Legal Services Corporation (2015), a non-profit
corporation with congressional oversight that provides legal aid to low-income
Americans, found that despite these protections, 93% of the farmworker programs they
surveyed reported violations of the AWPA. Furthermore, the AWPA excludes yearround workers, i.e. most dairy farmworkers. One researcher cited incidents in Vermont
and New York where migrant dairy farmworkers were exposed to unhealthy living
conditions (e.g. sewage contaminating the farmworkers’ drinking water, and fumes and
chemicals from milk barns too close to farmworker living areas), neither of which were
under the legal protections of the AWPA (Keller et al., 2016).
In 1986, the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) was instituted as an
attempt to increase the number of legally authorized farmworkers in the U.S. and reduce
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the population of unauthorized immigrant workers, primarily by granting legal status to
many existing farmworkers and making it harder to hire undocumented workers (Ayón,
2015; Martin, 2015; Strochlic & Rittenhouse, 2013). IRCA granted legal status to over a
million farmworkers, but did not succeed in a long-term reduction of undocumented
workers in the U.S.; some researchers claim that immigrants were more impacted by
IRCA’s sanctions than their employers (Ayón, 2015; Martin & Jackson-Smith, 2013).
The H-2A guestworker visa program, originating from the Immigration and Nationality
Act, allows foreign-born workers to gain temporary legal status for seasonal farm work,
but excludes year-round workers like most dairy farm laborers (Legal Services
Corporation, 2015; Liebman et al., 2015; T. Maloney & N. Bills, 2008). The proposed
AgJOBS bill, introduced in 2000 and updated most recently in 2009, attempted to modify
the H-2A program to allow for year-round farmworkers (including) dairy workers), and
to create broader pathways to citizenship for immigrants, similar to the IRCA approach,
but has yet to be passed (T. R. Maloney & N. L. Bills, 2008; Martin, 2015).
One major piece of legislation passed in 1996 that affects immigrant farmworkers
to this day is the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act
(IIRIRA). The IIRIRA increased border control efforts, extended the possible detainment
time for deportees, introduced a program known as E-Verify that allows employers to
confirm the legal work status of their employers (including farmworkers), and made
undocumented immigrants and lawful permanent residents (LPR) alike more vulnerable
to deportation in a number of ways (Cartwright, 2011; Levine, 2005). This last item
includes making minor crimes like disorderly conduct or traffic violations (like driving
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without a license) grounds for deportation, whereas U.S. citizens are likely to receive
fines or jail time for these crimes (Cartwright, 2011; Mann et al., 2016). The IIRIRA also
added Section 287(g) to the Immigration and Nationality Act, which increased the risk of
deportation for mass numbers of immigrants in the U.S. by enabling local police forces
around the country to enter into partnerships with the Immigration and Naturalization
Service (INS), now known as Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), and granted
local police more authority to target potential undocumented immigrants and initiate
deportations (Department of Homeland Security, 2017; Mann et al., 2016; Martinez et al.,
2015; Rhodes et al., 2015).
Subsequent programs picked up where Section 287(g) left off, such as the Secure
Communities program implemented nationwide in 2013, which mandated that local
police send the fingerprints of all arrestees to ICE to check against their criminal
databases for any deportable offenders (Mann et al., 2016; Rhodes et al., 2015). Traffic
violations, for example, became one of the most common charges brought against
immigrants, and the fear of driving without a license, which many undocumented
immigrant farmworkers are unable to legally obtain, has been found to prevent many of
them from leaving their homes even to seek medical care (Mann et al., 2016; Martinez et
al., 2015). The Obama administration replaced the Secure Communities program with the
Priority Enforcement Program in 2014 in order to re-focus the Department of Homeland
Security’s deportation efforts towards immigrants with more severe criminal records, i.e.
those defined as posing “threats to public safety” (Mann et al., 2016; Masterson, 2016;
U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 2017b). In the beginning of 2017, however,
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Executive Order 13768 was issued by the Trump administration that revived the Secure
Communities program, vastly increasing the numbers of illegal immigrants that were
considered a priority for deportation by the Department of Homeland Security (Kulish et
al., 2017; Office of the Press Secretary, 2017a, 2017b; U.S. Immigration and Customs
Enforcement, 2017c). Trump’s order also called for growing deportation efforts by hiring
10,000 new immigration officers and by expanding the immigration functions of state
and local law enforcement entities.
The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act
(PRWORA), also passed in 1996, was enacted to improve welfare in the U.S. (for
example, it created the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program), but
it also reduced many immigrants’ access to healthcare, cutting off their ability to access
TANF and federal health programs like Medicaid and CHIP (Ayón, 2015; Cunningham,
Banker, Artiga, & Tolbert, 2006; Fortuny & Chaudry, 2011; Gusmano, 2012). PRWORA
limited eligibility to those public support programs to only “qualified” immigrants,
including but not limited to refugees, asylees, and “lawful permanent residents”
(abbreviated as LPRs, these are immigrants allowed to live permanently in the U.S., often
sponsored by American family members or employers), and many of these qualified
immigrants (notably LPRs) are required to be in the U.S. for at least five years before
receiving benefits (Fortuny & Chaudry, 2011; Pitkin Derose, Bahney, Lurie, & Escarce,
2009). Undocumented immigrants are considered “unqualified” and were not eligible for
any of the aforementioned federal benefits before or after PRWORA was enacted
(Fortuny & Chaudry, 2011). To compensate for the shortcomings in federal support for
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many immigrants through PRWORA, states were enabled to use their own funding to
provide basic health coverage and other benefits for immigrants, and many enacted
supplemental coverage for these populations (Cunningham et al., 2006; Gusmano, 2012;
Pitkin Derose et al., 2009). In Vermont, only family assistance is provided to qualified
immigrants in the state, similar to the TANF benefits covered federally for U.S. citizens,
but Medicaid and CHIP health coverage are not provided in Vermont for most qualified
immigrants, only “lawfully residing” pregnant women and children (National
Immigration Law Center, 2017a; The PEW Charitable Trusts, 2014).
Finally, President Obama’s Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (ACA)
that went into effect in 2010 excluded undocumented immigrants from the access to
health insurance and health-related financial assistance that it promised most Americans
(Castañeda et al., 2015; Gusmano, 2012; Martinez et al., 2015; Rhodes et al., 2015).
However, through the ACA, more financial support has been given to many of the
Migrant Health Centers (MHCs) and Federally Qualified Health Centers (FQHCs)
throughout the U.S. that serve the health needs of low-income Americans that would
otherwise lack access to healthcare, including undocumented immigrants (Gusmano,
2012). Despite this aid, some federally funded health clinics intended to help migrant
farm-working communities have failed to serve the needs of many year-round
farmworkers found on dairies because of legal restrictions, in part due to the ACA
preventing reimbursement for health services for undocumented immigrants (Keller et al.,
2016; Martinez et al., 2015).
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State policies
Despite the long-standing precedence that the federal government has sole control
over creating and enforcing laws pertaining to immigration into the U.S., several states
have attempted to pass immigration policies of their own, with varying success (Martinez
et al., 2015). A number of states have designed laws requiring stricter verification of legal
status for employment or to obtain driver’s licenses, or even criminalized the act of
simply having undocumented immigrant status, such as Arizona’s “Support Our Law
Enforcement and Safe Neighborhoods Act” of 2010 (AZ SB1070, 2010; Ellis et al.,
2016). This bill passed in Arizona’s State Senate required law enforcement officers to
determine a person’s legal status if there was any cause for “reasonable suspicion,”
required immigrants to carry any documentation of their legal status, allowed law
enforcement officers to arrest illegal immigrants without warrants, and made it illegal for
undocumented immigrants to apply for work (AZ SB1070, 2010). Although the Supreme
Court declared much of this bill unconstitutional in 2012, the final provision that
mandated that police officials request legal status from individuals was in place until
2016 and is thought to have inspired subsequent “show me your papers” legislations
attempted in 18 states and passed in five (Duara, 2016). Similar laws requiring
employment verification and legal status for licensing are still relevant in many places
(Ellis et al., 2016).
At the time of Arizona’s controversial SB1070 being passed, Vermont and ten
other states submitted a joint brief to the U.S. Supreme Court arguing that the bill was
counter to established federal immigration legislation. William Sorrell, the Attorney
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General at the time, made a point to distinguish his proposed “Bias-Free Policing Model
Policy” from Arizona’s bill, stating that this policing model was congruent with national
immigration interests, whereas Arizona’s bill was not (Vermont Attorney General, 2012).
Governor Peter Shumlin officially implemented bias-free policing legislation in Vermont
in 2012, which prevents state law enforcement officials from requesting legal
identification and documentation of immigration status from individuals without
reasonable suspicion of criminal wrongdoing (Office of the Governor (VT), 2011;
Sawyer et al., 2013). In 2014, laws were enacted to establish a timeline for adopting a
“Fair and Impartial Policing Policy” by law enforcement entities around the state, and in
2016 another act was passed that instructed the creation of a model for this policy and set
deadlines for its implementation (Hewitt, 2016b; 20 V.S.A. § 2366"Internal Security And
Public Safety," 2016; True, 2015).
Around the time the Fair and Impartial Policing Policy model was finalized,
reports using Vermont State Police data were released that found that between the years
2011-2015, minorities were stopped, searched, and issued traffic citations at greater rates
than white drivers (True, 2016b). The model for Vermont’s official Fair and Impartial
Policing Policy could serve to reduce the racial bias uncovered in the traffic data by
making explicit that “suspicion about any person’s civil immigration status shall not be
used as a basis to initiate contact, detain, or arrest that person” and that law enforcement
“may not inquire about a person’s civil immigration status unless civil immigration status
is necessary to the ongoing investigation of a criminal offense” (True, 2016b; Vermont
Criminal Justice Training Council, 2016). In early 2017, the Vermont House passed bills
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H.492 and H.523, which introduced a Racial Justice Oversight Board and mandated that
all state and local law enforcement officers are trained to abide by the state’s Fair and
Impartial Policing Policy, respectively, and Governor Phil Scott signed off on bill H.308
that created an advisory panel to further strategies for reducing racial disparities, all of
which are aimed at solidifying efforts to improve racial justice throughout the state
(Office of the Governor (VT), 2017; Office of the Speaker (VT), 2017).
In addition to this statewide legislation designed to reduce bias in law
enforcement activity, Vermont has made several other attempts at implementing policies
that would mitigate the legal risks immigrants are taking to work on Vermont dairies. For
one, Vermont made an attempt to incorporate dairy farmers into the H-2A guestworker
program, thus expanding the number of Latino immigrants legally working in Vermont.
U.S. Senators Patrick Leahy and Kirsten Gillibrand proposed these changes through their
H-2A Improvement Act in 2010, but this legislation was not passed (Sawyer et al., 2013).
Additionally, Vermont is one of 32 states that has not currently signed any 287(g)
agreements with ICE, nor do they mandate E-Verify be used by the state’s businesses to
check on their employees’ work eligibility (Fortuny & Chaudry, 2011; Polhamus, 2017;
U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 2017a). Finally, Vermont is one of 12
states, in addition to the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico, that allow undocumented
immigrants to obtain either a driver’s license or driver’s privilege/authorization card,
typically without needing a Social Security Number, so long as they can prove
identification and residency within the state (Dawson, 2017a; National Immigration Law
Center, 2017b; Vermont Department of Motor Vehicles, 2017). In Vermont, this
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“driver’s privilege card” (DPC) went into effect beginning January 2014, enabling noncitizen Latino immigrants to legally drive in the state of Vermont (Hewitt, 2015; National
Immigration Law Center, 2017b).
Despite the initiation of the DPC and the “Fair and Impartial Police Policy” in the
beginning of 2014, throughout fiscal years 2014 and 2015 only ten of the 25 people
issued detainers by ICE in Vermont had criminal histories; almost 60% of those issued
detainers had not been convicted of a crime, and one person had been charged but not
convicted (Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse, 2015). In fiscal year 2016
through March of 2017, ICE issued detainers for 30 more people, but is withholding
information about their criminal records from 2016 onward (Transactional Records
Access Clearinghouse, 2017). Even though the Fair and Impartial Policing Policy and the
DPCs were created to enable law-abiding, non-citizens to drive in Vermont without fear
of being targeted by police and turned over to ICE, there have been a number of
publicized instances where state police have unlawfully detained immigrants traveling in
vehicles in Vermont and turned them over to immigration authorities, or where
undocumented immigrants with no criminal records have been targeted (Heintz, 2017;
Hewitt & True, 2017; Masterson, 2016; True, 2016a). As recently as June of 2017, for
example, the U.S. Customs and Border Protection detained two undocumented Mexican
farmworkers, neither of whom had a criminal record, during a traffic stop in northern
Vermont, claiming “reasonable suspicion of illegal alienage” (Freese, 2017).
Counter to Vermont’s policy efforts to reduce the detainment of non-criminal
undocumented farmworkers, there has been a much-publicized cooperation between the
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Vermont Department of Motor Vehicles and ICE, following the initiation of driver’s
privileges cards. In 2014 and 2015, investigators uncovered a series of emails between
DMV employees and immigration authorities that showed that some DMV agents
volunteered information about driver privilege card applicants they suspected of not
being legal citizens, thus helping ICE officers track potential unauthorized immigrants
(Dawson, 2017a; Heintz, 2017; Hewitt, 2016a). One result of this cooperation was a
$40,000 settlement for Jordanian immigrant Abdel Rababah, following a discrimination
case filed against the DMV by the ACLU of Vermont and the Vermont Human Rights
Commission in 2016 (ACLU of Vermont, 2016; Dobbs, 2017b; Heintz, 2017; Hewitt,
2016a). In pursuit of obtaining a driver’s privilege card, Mr. Rababah was found to have
been targeted and subsequently arrested and detained because of the collusion between
DMV officials and ICE. In addition to clearing Mr. Rababah of his charges following the
settlement, the DMV publically announced plans to increase anti-discrimination and
constitutional policing trainings for its staff and/or officers in efforts to uphold the fair
and impartial policing laws, though there has been some criticism about the
implementation of those new policies (Dawson, 2017a; Heintz, 2017).
In addition to reinstituting the Secure Communities program that expanded
immigrant deportation efforts on the federal level, President Trump’s executive orders
encouraged state/local law enforcement partnerships with federal immigration entities
through 287(g) programs, and threatened the loss of federal aid for states or local
jurisdictions that tried to provide undocumented immigrants with “sanctuary” from these
partnerships (Kulish et al., 2017; Office of the Press Secretary, 2017a; U.S. Immigration
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and Customs Enforcement, 2017c). Responding to Trump’s attempted ban on sanctuary
jurisdictions, Vermont passed Senate Bill 79, which granted the governor sole authority
in designating state and local law officers to partake in federal immigration enforcement
activities (Dawson, 2017b; S.79, 2017). While the law does not prevent local, state, and
federal law officers from sharing information about individual’s immigration status, thus
complying with Trump’s executive orders, it does prevent the state from having to
allocate its public resources towards federal immigration efforts (Dawson, 2017b;
Polhamus, 2017). In early December of 2017, however, Vermont’s Criminal Justice and
Training Council released a revised version of the Fair and Impartial Policing policy
following a letter from the U.S. Department of Justice that suggested the older version of
this policy was not well-enough aligned with Trump’s executive orders (Dobbs, 2017a;
Vermont Criminal Justice Training Council, 2017). It has yet to be determined what
effect the policy will have over law enforcement practices in Vermont as they pertain to
undocumented immigrants residing in the state.
Understanding stress, stressors, and coping
The varied impacts of stress are wide-ranging, and how stress effects individuals
themselves, their relationships with others, and an individual’s ability to address
challenges that arise depend on a multitude of factors unique to each person, type(s) of
stressor, and the physical, mental, and emotional environment in which the stress
scenario occurs (Cohen, 2004; Lazarus, 1966; Schneiderman, Ironson, & Siegel, 2005).
This complexity is part of what has made the subject of stress so prevalent in academic
research, and what allows it to be examined in myriad ways across diverse populations
26

and environments. The Latino migrant and seasonal farmworker population in the United
States is one such population that has been studied in regards to the stressors they
encounter day-to-day. For Latino migrant farmworkers, these stressors may come from
multiple sources, including farm labor, holding immigrant status in the U.S., and for
many, the additional “migrant stress” inherent in the migratory nature of their lifestyles
(Bacio, Moore, Karno, & Ray, 2014; Hovey & Magaña, 2002c).
Studies observing stress and other mental health risks affecting Latino migrant
farmworkers have helped identify specific factors contributing to poor health outcomes,
as well as coping strategies that are the most effective at improving those health
outcomes. Before delving into the specifics of what stressors and coping mechanisms are
most prevalent among today’s Latino migrant farmworking communities, and those
which might be the most relevant for the migrant farmworkers in Vermont dairies, the
core concepts of stress and coping will be reviewed, and their connection to overall
mental health explained.
The basic definition of “stress,” as explained in the introduction, is essentially the
condition where the resources available to an individual that are needed, or thought to be
needed, to meet the demands of a given situation are inadequate (Lazarus & Folkman,
1984). Research by Lazarus (1966), Sells (1970), and later by Cohen and Wills (1985)
also asserts that psychological stress occurs when an individual is faced with situations or
events that pose perceived threats to them or result in a critical mass of demands on them,
which require responses the individual is not prepared to or able to satisfy. In various
works, Lazarus and his colleagues expand on this through their concept of a dynamic
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“stress process” that includes initializing stressors, an evaluation or “cognitive appraisal”
of the degree of effect the stressor might have on the individual, the coping process used
to deal with the stressors, and a final “stress reaction,” which is largely determined by the
types and effectiveness of the cognitive appraisal and coping employed in the stress
process (Folkman, 2013; Lazarus, 1993; Lazarus & Cohen, 1977; Lazarus & Folkman,
1984).
“Stressors” have already been defined as the disruptive events, circumstances, or
demanding factors that affect an individual’s physical or mental sense of stability, and
create the conditions for stress (Chaney et al., 2011; Selye, 1956). Lazarus and Cohen
(1977) elaborated on their concept of environmental stressors – those that cause stress in
a person-environment relationship - by classifying them into three categories including:
“cataclysmic phenomena,” e.g. natural or disasters or terrorist attacks, that usually affect
large numbers of people; “changes affecting fewer people” that can either be sudden, like
terminal illness, divorce, bereavement, moving, etc., or more gradual, like changes in
population density, resettlement, cultural shifts, or shifts in social mobility; and “daily
hassles” that may not have a large effect in isolated incidences, but can be impactful
when chronic and persistent, like the circumstances of poverty, conflicts with family
members or partners, or stressful work conditions and/or demands. These last two
categories are the most relevant for evaluating the potential stressors for migrant
farmworkers, as will be seen. Finally, Lazarus and Cohen emphasize the complexity of
stress relationships, noting that sometimes stressors could be classified as person-induced
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and not 100% environmental, for example, when individuals intentionally seek out
situations that are at greater risk of inducing stress (Lazarus & Cohen, 1977).
Whatever the source of stress, how one perceives the stressor helps determine its
impact. “Cognitive appraisal” in the stress process “refers to the individual’s continuous
evaluation of how things are going in relation to his or her personal goals, values, and
beliefs” (Folkman, 2013, p. 1913). Cognitive appraisal is considered a mediator of the
stress process and it imparts a relational meaning to a person’s encounter with a stressor,
as it determines the wide variety of responses different people might have to an identical
stressor, i.e. why some situations are perceived as more stressful to some than to others
(Lazarus, 1993). As Lazarus and Cohen (1977) explain it, this appraisal of a situation is
used to determine its significance for the individual on one hand, and on the other it is
used to evaluate what, if any, coping resources are available to the individual, and which
of those might be the most appropriate for the given situation. The complexities inherent
to cognitive appraisal make it difficult to objectively measure stress levels in individuals,
hence the development and frequent use of Cohen, et al.’s, Perceived Stress Scale (PSS),
a more subjective stress measurement tool shown to be a good predictor of stress
responses (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983; Monroe, 2008). The stress
measurement tool referenced further in this paper, the Migrant Farmworker Stress
Inventory (MFWSI), used specifically to evaluate the severity of stressors for migrant
farmworkers, utilizes self-reported appraisals of stress similar to the PSS, and has been
well validated in its own right (Hiott, Grzywacz, Davis, Quandt, & Arcury, 2008; Hovey
& Seligman, 2006).
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As mentioned, part of the stress appraisal process is discerning the appropriate
coping mechanism to employ to deal with the stressful situation. “Coping” is defined as
“the process through which the individual manages the demands of the personenvironment relationship that are appraised as stressful and the emotions they generate”
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 19). Lazarus (1993) also emphasizes that coping is
contextual and ongoing, and an individual’s coping process necessarily adapts over time
and to the given circumstances of a stressful situation. Farley, et al. (2005), define coping
mechanisms as “deliberate, conscious efforts (cognitive, emotional, and behavioral) to
control the stress response, and adapt to the stressful conditions” (p. 214). They continue
on to outline four main types of coping responses that have been identified in various
research studies, active coping, avoidance-based coping, emotion-focused coping, and
social/instrumental support (Farley et al., 2005). Active coping, social/instrumental
support, and positive emotion-focused coping have all been shown to improve health,
while negative emotion-focused and avoidance-based coping mechanisms have been
shown to worsen health (Farley et al., 2005).
In stress research on farmers and farmworkers, healthy coping mechanisms have,
in turn, been shown to affect the appraisal of stressors and reduce stress, anxiety, and
depression (Hovey & Seligman, 2006). Furthermore, Lazarus and Folkman (1984)
underscore the importance of a social system, including both social and cultural
influences, in either aiding or hindering an individual’s ability to cope with certain
stressful situations and its potential for buffering stress, depending on the nature of the
social support. Seeman (1996) emphasizes, as well, that psychological distress might be
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worsened through social isolation or when lacking the protective benefits of positive
social connections. Examples of negative coping mechanisms include the use of drugs or
alcohol, smoking, unhealthy diets, or violence, all of which can indirectly lead to illness
in addition to the direct effects stress has on physiological conditions (Chaney et al.,
2011).
Associated risks of stress, especially for migrant farmworkers
Peer-reviewed literature on the importance of understanding the implications of
stress is extensive. It has been well documented that stress from a variety of sources are
linked both directly and indirectly to worsened mental and physical health outcomes, and
can diminish productivity and performance both at work and at home (S. Carvajal et al.,
2014; Chaney et al., 2011; Clingerman & Brown, 2012; Cohen, Janicki-Deverts, &
Miller, 2007; Farley et al., 2005; Finch, Frank, & Vega, 2004; Monroe, 2008; Ramos, Su,
Lander, & Rivera, 2015; Schneiderman et al., 2005; W. A. Vega, Scutchfield, Karno, &
Meinhardt, 1985; White-Means, 1991). Indeed, Lazarus and Cohen (1977), authors of
many seminal works on the study of stress, highlight the importance of stress in
influencing “every aspect of adaptive functioning, including, for example, problem
solving, social competence, and somatic health/illness” (p. 89). The various physiological
and psychological impacts of stress as discovered in the literature are presented below.
Stress and physical and mental health
Psychologists Schneiderman, Ironson, and Siegel (2005), in the Annual Review of
Clinical Psychology, discuss “allostasis,” which they define as “[t]he changes in
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biological set points that occur across the life span as a function of chronic stressors” (p.
9). The net effect of this allostasis is one’s “allostatic load,” which, when increased, also
increases the risks of chronic illness (Schneiderman et al., 2005). Finch, et al. (2003) also
briefly discuss the physiological effects of stress through the notion of an allostatic load,
explaining how too much stress may make a person more prone to illness in part due to a
diminished immune system and elevated blood pressure. Furthermore, when a person is
unable to cope with the situation at hand there is the potential for stress to cause harm to
the person either through direct neurological or immune system effects of stress on the
body, or indirectly by inducing “changes in health-related behaviors,” e.g. alcohol abuse
or bad dietary and exercise habits, in addition to possible mental health outcomes like
lowered self-esteem or feelings of helplessness (Cohen et al., 2007; Cohen & Wills,
1985; Farley et al., 2005; Schneiderman et al., 2005).
In an article from JAMA, the Journal of the American Medical Association,
Cohen, et al., (2007) provide a succinct overview of the well-researched links between
psychological stress and a few major diseases. They concluded that various work and life
stresses are associated with greater risks of cardiovascular disease and worsened
symptoms and outcomes of HIV/AIDS. Furthermore, Cohen, et al., explain the various
channels through which stress might induce these occurrences of physical disease. For
one, they explain that stressful events leading to anxiety, depression, or other negative
mental states may be indirectly responsible for any negative coping or behavioral
responses to said mental states that may be linked to greater risk of physical illness, e.g.
lack of sleep, smoking, and poor physical health care (Cohen et al., 2007). A second
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process Cohen (2007) explains is that psychological stress has been shown to activate the
body’s endocrine response systems, namely the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenocortical
(HPA) system and the sympathetic-adrenal-medullary (SAM) system, which regulate
several key physiological systems linked to increase risk of physical disease, for example,
immune and anti-inflammatory responses.
Monroe (2008) also reviewed research studies that have demonstrated links
between stress and biological functions, citing the importance of the HPA axis and the
associated regulation of cortisol, though he concedes these psychobiological relationships
are difficult to measure. In their paper examining perceived stress and physical measures
of salivary cortisol for pre-migration farmworkers, Clingerman and Brown (2012) present
one method of determining this relationship, using a rigorous protocol for collecting
saliva specimens and comparing them to perceived stress results from the MFWSI. They
showed that, in addition to emotional and behavioral stress responses, there is a potential
physiological effect from stress that occurs when coping strategies are not robust enough
to manage stressors (i.e. they found significant changes in salivary cortisol levels)
(Clingerman & Brown, 2012).
Along with the potential physiological effects of stress, Cohen, et al., (2007)
found research showing that stressful life events were connected to a greater likelihood of
depression, and greater stress tends to be linked with worsened depressive symptoms and
increased chances of relapse. In an earlier study validating their Perceived Stress Scale,
Cohen, et al., (1983) demonstrated a significant correlation between higher levels of
perceived stress and increased depressive symptomatology, though they were careful not
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to draw lines of causation between the two. Schneiderman, et al. (2005) more clearly cite
research stating that “there is evidence that stressful life events are causal for the onset of
depression,” and similarly link stress to inducing anxiety, and in turn anxiety as linked to
depression. They also present research demonstrating that people who endure chronic
stress or stressful life events may suffer worse health outcomes due to a greater likelihood
of smoking, drug and alcohol abuse, and other poor health habits.
A final note should be made about the clinical subtype of depression known as
seasonal affective disorder (SAD), otherwise known as recurrent winter depression. SAD
disproportionately affects those in the northern parts of the U.S. than the rest of the
country, as a defining characteristic of SAD is sensitivity to changes in climate and
latitude, indicating the possible increased likelihood of SAD symptoms for those living in
Vermont (Rosen et al., 1990; Rosenthal et al., 1984). SAD, as a subset of depression, is
implicated as a condition that may affect stress hormones and HPA axis activity
(Chrousos, 2009).
Acculturative stress and Latino migrant health
Several researchers have specifically observed and reported on the correlations
between stress and various mental health outcomes in Latino migrant farmworking
populations, and in some cases have found stress to be a strong, significant predictor of
several mental health issues. In order for researchers to quantify and then report on these
relationships, the psychological constructs of stress, depression, anxiety, etc. first have to
be measured.
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Many earlier researchers employed measurements of “acculturative stress,” as
they found it to be a concept that applies particularly well to immigrant populations in the
U.S. In a highly cited article from Lara, et al. (2005), the acculturation of an immigrant
population is defined as “the acquisition of the cultural elements of the dominant
society— language, food choice, dress, music, sports, etc.” (p. 369), a process for which
the end goal is assimilation into the host society, and which has had mixed effects on the
overall physical and mental health of Latino immigrants in the U.S. In Lara’s, et al.,
evaluation of the plethora of research on the acculturative process and Latino health
outcomes, as well as that of another author, Caplan, a major takeaway is that
acculturation is complex and should be considered bi-dimensional, with multiple states of
acculturation possible, depending on preferences and/or circumstances (Caplan, 2007;
Lara et al., 2005). Acculturation has been measured in a variety of ways, including but
not limited to time spent in the immigrant’s host country, language
preference/proficiency, adoption of local food, music, and media preferences, and selfperceived cultural identity (Finch et al., 2004; Finch & Vega, 2003; Lara et al., 2005).
Caplan (2007) explains that the term acculturative stress is used to “symbolize the
losses that occur when adjusting to or integrating a new system of beliefs, routines, and
social roles,” but further explains the greater complexity inherent in this concept, in that
more acculturation does not necessarily diminish the accumulated acculturative stress (p.
94). In Caplan’s concept analysis, she identified three often-interrelated dimensions that
include instrumental/environmental (e.g. language barriers or lack of healthcare),
social/interpersonal (loss of social networks or family conflict), and societal (e.g.
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discrimination or legal status) acculturative stressors. A common conclusion determined
by these researchers is a need for more clearly defined parameters of acculturation and
acculturative stress, paired with more comprehensive and “culturally competent” public
health research about acculturation and related mental and physical health outcomes for
Latino immigrants (Caplan, 2007; Finch et al., 2004; Finch & Vega, 2003; Lara et al.,
2005).
Finch, et al. (2003) studied data from a large sample of adults in California that
were either from Mexico or had Mexican parents or grandparents, and measured their
acculturative stress levels using three variables: length of time spent in the U.S., levels of
reported legal status stress, and perceived discrimination. In this study, they assessed selfreported physical health as it related to acculturative stress, and they found that worse
physical health was reported for Mexicans or Mexican-Americans the longer they spent
in the U.S., when stress related to legal status was increased, and when greater perceived
discrimination was matched with low levels of perceived social support. Furthermore,
high levels of perceived social support appeared to mitigate physical health effects even
as acculturative stress increased (Finch & Vega, 2003). In a later study pulling data from
the same large sample in California, Finch, et al. (2004) focused their parameters to
include only migrant farmworkers of Mexican origin. Using the same measures of
acculturative stress and social support, along with scores from the CES-D survey for
depressive symptoms and self-rated physical and mental health scores, they found that
acculturative stress from discrimination was statistically linked to increased levels of
depression. They also found that acculturative stress from legal status concerns and
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language conflict had a significant negative effect on self-rated physical health, and
solely legal status stress had a statistically significant inverse effect on self-rated mental
health for Mexican farmworkers. Conversely, greater instrumental social support was
found to be significant in reducing the likelihood of depression and poor physical and
mental health. Finally, they also found a statistically significant decline in self-reported
physical and mental health when acculturation, measured by English language use,
increased alongside levels of language conflict stress, as well as a decline in self-rated
mental health when English usage increased alongside greater levels of discrimination
stress.
Alderete, et al. (2000) researched the prevalence of various psychiatric disorders
for Mexican migrant farmworkers, and though they do not measure acculturative stress
specifically, they did find that farmworkers with greater levels of acculturation were
more likely to test positively for mood disorders and drug abuse or dependence.
Similarly, the Border Community & Immigration Stress Scale (BCISS) does not purely
measure acculturative stress, but incorporates stressors from acculturation into its
structure, along with questions about border experiences and migration stress, barriers to
health care, discrimination, economic strain, and separation from family (S. C. Carvajal
et al., 2013). Community surveys conducted in the mainly low-income, Latino, and often
farmworker populations of U.S.-Mexico border towns in Arizona found positive
correlations between stress, as measured by the BCISS, and depressive symptoms,
measured using a short-form CES-D (S. Carvajal et al., 2014; S. C. Carvajal et al., 2013).
These studies found particularly strong associations for men and Mexican-born
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immigrants, as well as correlations between stress and self-reported poor mental and
physical health.
The SAFE scale, named for the four constructs of stress that it measures,
comprising social, attitudinal, familial, and environmental acculturative stress, is a
validated and reliable tool that has been utilized in several published articles (Mena,
Padilla, & Maldonado, 1987). In several earlier articles from Hovey and Magaña, the
SAFE scale was implemented as their chosen measure of acculturative stress and was
used to examine correlations between acculturative stress and other mental health
concerns amongst populations of Mexican migrant farmworkers in Ohio and Michigan. A
primary finding was that greater levels of acculturative stress for Mexican farmworkers
were correlated with and were significant predictors of anxiety, as measured from the
anxiety scale of the Personality Assessment Inventory (PAI) (Hovey & Magaña, 2000,
2002a, 2002b, 2002c). Hovey and Magaña (2000, 2002b) also found that acculturative
stress was correlated with increased rates of depressive symptoms in their sample
population, as measured through the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale
(CES-D), though acculturative stress alone was not a significant predictor of depression.
One study did, however, find that when high levels of acculturative stress were paired
with high levels of anxiety, ineffectual social support, and low levels of self-esteem in a
stepwise regression model, the stress became a partial predictor of depression for
Mexican migrant farmworkers in the Midwest (Hovey & Magaña, 2002b). Finally, for a
sample of specifically female Mexican migrant farmworkers in the same region of the
Midwest, in Ohio and Michigan, Hovey and Magaña (2003) surveyed for suicidal
38

ideation and found that acculturative stress was a strong, significant predictor of suicidal
ideation, though ineffectual social support proved to be an even stronger predictor of
suicide risk.
Farmworker stress and mental health
In research on the migrant farmworking community, connections between
perceived stress and poor mental health has been of particular concern. In some of the
first articles to examine the mental health of this underrepresented population, Vega, et
al. (1985; 1985) profile Mexican-American farmworkers and show that this population
was at a relatively high risk for psycho-physiological distress and other psychiatric
disorders, and in need of mental health services. Other researchers have since built upon
this awareness of the prevalence of stress in migrant farmworking communities, and
many have expanded beyond the concept of acculturative stress and looked to other types
of stressors as they relate to mental health concerns for this vulnerable population. Shobe,
et al. (2009), for example, found that in a sample of Latino/a farmworkers in North
Carolina, less social capital, as measured by the Social Support Survey (SOS), was a
significant predictor of greater levels of depression, as measured by the CES-D. They
also found that less financial capital, as measured by a short-version of the Family
Economic Strain Scale (FESS), was a significant predictor of greater levels of depression.
Though not measuring stress directly, lack of social supports and increased economic
strain, both relevant to migrant farmworkers, are constructs that are captured in
commonly used stress surveys. Magaña and Hovey (2003), in lieu of using a stress
survey, conducted exploratory interviews with Mexican migrant farmworkers in the
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Midwest and used a content analysis to identify the stressors and coping mechanisms that
were most prevalent for them, and they compared the results to levels of anxiety and
depression, as scored by the PAI and CES-D, respectively. “Poor housing conditions”
was an identified stressor that held a significant association with elevated anxiety
symptoms, “low family income/living in poverty” had a significant association with
elevated depressive symptoms, and “rigid work demands” was significantly associated
with both anxiety and depression (Magaña & Hovey, 2003). Some of the stressors
identified in the content analysis, along with other exploratory research from Hovey,
helped inform the foundation of the MFWSI that has since been used to compare both
overall stress frequency and severity, along with that of individual stressors, to various
mental health problems.
The MFWSI used in the present research study to assess the frequency and
severity of stressors for Vermont’s migrant dairy farmworkers was largely derived from
knowledge gleaned from results of the SAFE scale and open-ended interviews conducted
in migrant farmworking populations in the Midwest (Hovey, 2000, 2001a; Hovey &
Magaña, 2003; Hovey, Magaña, Flores Smith, & Gordon, 2001; Magaña & Hovey,
2003). In part of the validation process, Hovey (2001a) first piloted the MFWSI to
measure stress for Mexican migrant farmworkers in Michigan against other psychological
constructs like depression and hopelessness, and found that greater stress was indeed
correlated with higher levels of hopelessness (ascertained from the Beck Hopelessness
Scale) and depression (measured from the CES-D). Hovey, et al. (2001) then employed
the MFWSI in a study of migrant farmworkers in Colorado and found that migrant
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farmworker stress was associated with lower self-esteem and greater hopelessness,
anxiety, and depression. They also found migrant farmworker stress to be a “significant
independent predictor” of depression, even when other psychological constructs like
anxiety and hopelessness are controlled for. In a later article, Hovey and Seligman (2006)
discuss previous results from the MFWSI and suggest that many migrant farmworkers
were found to have inactive coping styles and feel they cannot change many of their
stressors, which then become chronic stressors that may increase levels of anxiety and
depression.
Several other authors have utilized the MFWSI to assess the types and degrees of
stressors experienced among different farmworking populations and have attempted to
elucidate any mental health risks associated with migrant farmworker stress. Not long
after the MFWSI was validated, Grzywacz, et al. (2006) utilized an ambivalence
framework for assessing the mental health implications of migrant farmworkers trying to
balance their desire to find work in the U.S. in order to provide resources for families in
their home country against a reluctance to leave their families behind. They found that
greater levels of marital and familial ambivalence for farmworkers was likely to result in
more self-reported difficulties in the U.S., which was measured using the MFWSI.
Higher levels of ambivalence were also linked with greater levels of anxiety or
depressive symptoms, and though the researchers did not identify independent links
between difficulty in the U.S. (based on the MFWSI) and anxiety and depression, this
research helps provide insight into the potential connections between stress, mental health
outcomes, and the unique struggles of migrant farmworkers. Not long after this article
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was published, Hiott, et al, (2008), used the MFWSI to assesses overall stress levels for
their sample of male Latino farmworkers in North Carolina. They sought to delineate
specific stressors that led to worsened mental health for the farmworkers, and using a
principal components analysis, they determined that stress from both social isolation and
poor work conditions were positively correlated with greater levels of anxiety and
depression (measured by the PAI and CES-D, respectively).
Crain, et al. (2012) found that for a sample of male Latino farmworkers in North
Carolina, there was a moderate correlation between stress, as determined by the MFWSI,
and depressive and anxiety symptoms, as determined by the CES-D and the Beck
Anxiety Inventory (BAI), respectively. Furthermore, they modeled equations to help
predict clinical caseness for depression or anxiety given the data available, and found that
higher scores on the MFWSI were significant predictors of caseness for both mental
health outcomes for their sample of farmworkers. Ramos, et al, (2015) also used the
MFWSI alongside the CES-D in study of stress and depression amongst Latino migrant
farmworkers in Nebraska. Utilizing a principal components analysis to determine the
primary stress factors that stood out for their sample, they found that two of the
discovered stress factors, which they categorized as “economics and logistics” and
“health,” were positively correlated with a greater risk of being depressed. They also
found a significant correlation between lower levels of self-rated health and higher levels
of stress related to the factors they labeled as “acculturation and social isolation,”
“immigration issues,” and “concerns with children.”
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Motivated by the greater rates of stress and depression found in Latino
populations compared to non-Latinos, particularly seen in the depression rates for women
in those communities, Fox and Kim-Goodwin (2011) conducted research specifically
aimed at discerning the types of stressors that most contribute to depression for a sample
of Latina farmworkers in North Carolina. A decade after it was first published, they used
the MFWSI to identify several key stressors were statistically correlated with high levels
of depression, as measured with the CES-D, for the Latina women surveyed. These
included immigration status and work-related stressors, access to healthcare,
communicating in English, prevalence of drug use, and stress from being away from
family members (Fox & Kim-Godwin, 2011). Furthermore, finding it hard to be away
from family members and holding immigrant status were two factors found to be strong
predictors of depressive symptoms for this population sample. In a more recent study of
Latina migrant and seasonal farmworkers in North Carolina, Pulgar, et al. (2015) found a
marginal association between depressive symptoms and stress, using reduced versions of
the CES-D Scale and MFWSI, respectively, though their primary finding was a stronger
association between economic hardship (measured through a food insecurity survey) and
depression.
Kim-Goodwin, et al. (2014) surveyed a sample of both female and male Latino
migrant and seasonal farmworkers in North Carolina and found that greater levels of
stress, measured using the MFWSI, tended to be reported alongside greater levels of
depression, measured using the CES-D, and intimate partner violence (IPV), the latter of
which was measured using the HITS scale, which can include acts or threats of physical
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or sexual violence or psychological/emotional violence. Using a multiple regression
analysis, however, only the positive relationships between both stress and depression and
greater incidences of IPV and depression were found to be statistically significant. Duke
and Cunradi (2011) did not find strong connections between overall MFWSI scores and
incidences of IPV, measured using a subscale of the Revised Conflict Tactics Scale
(CTS2), but did find that, using Hiott’s (2008) factor analysis mentioned previously,
stress from poor working conditions was significantly correlated with perpetration of IPV
in the previous year.
Finally, in a health survey given to Latino dairy farmworkers in Vermont,
depression and anxiety were some of the more frequently reported health issues (Baker &
Chappelle, 2012). Though stress levels were not evaluated in that particular survey, the
reported prevalence of depression and/or anxiety in that study, combined with the heretoestablished correlation between stress and those psychological conditions, provide a
strong rationale for the current study that uses the MFWSI to identify stress factors and
levels of severity of stress for Vermont’s Latino dairy farmworkers.
Stressors affecting migrant farmworkers in the U.S. and Vermont
The potential stressors inherent in farm labor are plentiful, as are the potential
stress factors associated with immigration and assimilation to a foreign country; for
Latino migrant farmworkers in the United States, the stressors and associated health risks
are multiplied. For farmworkers in a relatively new immigrant destination like Vermont
that lacks some of the stress buffers that more established farm-working communities
have, many of these stressors may be compounded further. Keller, et al (2016), argue that
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the challenges of exploitative labor for immigrants on dairies and the lack of adequate
healthcare, social networks, and legal protections are all exacerbated in new rural
destinations for immigrants that are expanding more rapidly than the social, cultural, and
legal structures can develop to protect them. The small Latino population that has been
dispersed around the rural, dairy-producing counties of Vermont lacks many of the
advantages that larger and more deeply rooted Latino communities offer to newcomers in
states like California or North Carolina, i.e. embedded social networks and immigrant
advocacy and outreach organizations that are arguably not as robust in the small New
England state as they are elsewhere. As non-typical immigrant destinations like Vermont
have expanded their dairy productions, and thus their need for farmworkers, the stress
risks for the growing population of immigrant laborers have also increased.
In recent years, research about the sources of stress and the implications of high
levels of stress for Latino migrant farmworkers has expanded. Researchers have used
survey instruments, focus groups, and qualitative interviews to gain insight into the
problems and concerns of migrant farmworkers in the United States, and have identified a
multitude of stressors that have been grouped together in just as many categories and subcategories. The survey employed for data collection for this thesis, as previously
mentioned, is the Migrant Farmworker Stress Inventory (MFWSI), created specifically
for use amongst Spanish-speaking, adult migrant farmworkers in order to determine their
overall stress levels, as well as the types and degrees of severity of distinct stressors
(Hovey, 2001a). It has been used in communities of varying sizes and across many
regions, but until now it has not been applied to the distinct context of dairy farm labor in
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Vermont. Different authors have placed the same stress items from the MFWSI into
different groups of stressors, demonstrating that these categories are fluid and stressors
are often interconnected with one another, making consistent categorization across the
literature difficult, if not impossible. In order to better understand the results of the
present study, an overview of the stressors assessed by the MFWSI is presented below,
via stressor categories informally amalgamated from studies utilizing that survey
instrument.
Migration and legal insecurity
The threat of deportation can be a constant stressor for undocumented migrants in
the U.S., given the challenges and sometimes trauma that they survived in order to get to
the United States in the first place, combined with the threat of losing any jobs,
relationships, and assimilated lifestyles they’ve developed since arriving (Caplan, 2007;
Cavazos-Rehg, Zayas, & Spitznagel, 2007). Additionally, many foreign-born
farmworkers live in mixed-status families in the U.S. with children, partners, or relatives
that have legal status, and deportation would mean leaving their family in the U.S. behind
(Ellis et al., 2016). The fear of deportation, according to Ellis, et al. (2016), can be
powerful enough to dissuade many migrant farmworkers from settling in states with more
hostile policies towards undocumented Latino workers, or even pressure them to move
away from these states to find work in less threatening environments. Assessing the level
of stress induced by factors related to migration and legal security (or lack thereof) for
farmworkers in Vermont could thus be helpful in determining the likelihood these
laborers remain working on dairy farms in the state.
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Stress items listed in the MFWSI related to migration issues and legal security for
foreign-born farmworkers in the U.S. are some of the most frequently reported stressors
in the literature, and include “I worry about being deported,” “I worry about not having a
permit to work in this country,” and “Migrating to this country was difficult.” All three
were classified under the stress group “legality and logistics” by Hiott, et al. (2008),
while Kim-Godwin and Bechtel (2004) considered the first two to be “job/legal security”
stressors and the last to be a “mobile lifestyle” stressor. Because of dubious legal status to
live and work in the U.S., Latino migrant farmworkers are typically not afforded the
same job security and legal protections as American workers. This has far-reaching
implications, and the stress related to “migration and legal insecurity” is arguably
connected to almost all other stressor domains covered by the MFWSI. These stressors
are universally likely to be significant for any undocumented immigrants trying to remain
in the U.S. and it is hypothesized that they will be of great importance for migrant
farmworkers in Vermont.
Low wages and poverty
Despite their substantial contribution to the U.S. economy, migrant Latino
farmworkers are often noncitizens and are treated as such; this politically-driven legal
status results in farmworkers being allocated fewer resources – economic, legal, health
care, or otherwise (Bail et al., 2012). Keller, et al. (2016), maintain that immigrant
farmworkers are generally underpaid and given few benefits, as compared to the
recompense a domestic hired farmhand would expect for the same work. Seventy-five
percent of these agricultural industry employees earned under $10,000 per year in 2008,
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and approximately three-fifths of these migrant farmworker families were living under
the federal poverty line (Anthony, Williams, & Avery, 2008). The contradiction between
the indispensability of migrant farmworkers in contemporary America and how poorly
they are repaid for their services are well documented.
In order to capture the stress induced by a lack of financial security from farm
work, especially for Latino immigrants, the MFWSI includes a couple items, e.g. “At
times I have not been able to buy things that I want because I make little money.” KimGodwin and Bechtel (2004) place this in the stand-alone stress category of “insufficient
financial resources.” This item taps a universal type of stress commonly felt by low-wage
workers, which applies to most foreign-born farmworkers across the U.S. It is
hypothesized that stress from low wages and poverty will also apply to Vermont’s Latino
migrant farmworkers.
Another item related to lack of finances is not having reliable transportation. Not
being able to afford a car and/or having to rely on others for consistent transportation is
one aspect of stress that this question represents, but being unable to legally drive or the
fear of being stopped by law enforcement while driving tap into other types of stress
related to immigration and legal insecurity. This issue may be of greater relevance in the
largely rural state of Vermont, where having access to a car is paramount for most travel,
especially for those within the 100 miles of the Canadian border, where Homeland
Security has jurisdiction (Keller et al., 2016). However, there’s also the possibility that
the previously mentioned Driver’s Privilege Card and Fair and Impartial Policing Policy
may mitigate the stress surrounding transportation.
48

Geographic, cultural, and social isolation
Isolation is a concept that occurs frequently in the literature related to stress and
migrant farmworkers, and is discussed through several lenses, most notably geographic,
cultural, and social. All three of these forms of isolation are interconnected and their
potential effect on farmworker stress is best understood by exploring their
interconnectedness.
Dairies in Vermont, as in most states, are situated in rural areas, often
geographically isolated from any towns or cities. Public transportation throughout the
farming regions of most states is scarce; privately owned cars are the primary means of
traveling to and from dairy farms in Vermont and elsewhere. Since most migrant
farmworkers are foreign-born and lacking legal work permits, they are unable to obtain
valid driver’s licenses in most states, even if they did have access to a vehicle. However,
driving legally is now possible for migrant farmworkers with state residency in Vermont
thanks to the aforementioned Driver’s Privilege Card (DPC). The risks of getting pulled
over while driving without a driver’s license – even with a DPC - are exacerbated for
immigrants that are more likely to be racially profiled, however, as they stand out in the
largely white population of Vermont, much like in other predominately white rural areas
(Sexsmith, 2016).
Additionally, immigrants on dairy farms within 100 miles of the U.S.-Canada
border, which comprise a large share of dairies in Vermont and New York, fall under the
direct jurisdiction of Homeland Security or U.S. Customs and Border Protection, thus
increasing the risk of immediate deportation for Latino immigrants caught driving
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throughout the region (Keller et al., 2016; Sexsmith, 2016). Vermont’s Fair and Impartial
Policing policy was designed to mitigate the threat of state law enforcement agents from
abusing their power and detaining non-criminal, non-citizens, but it does not apply to
federal immigration officials. All in all, the threats facing Latino immigrants attempting
to leave the remote security of their farms are great, and they serve to reduce the
likelihood farmworkers will leave their farms for social engagements, go to the grocery
store, or even to seek out medical care. The statewide policies enacted in recent years in
Vermont provide hope for reducing these threats to foreign-born dairy workers, but their
success is still up for debate. It will be tested in this thesis whether farmworkers closer to
the U.S.-Canada border are more likely to be stressed in general, despite the intentions of
policies like the DPC and “bias-free” policing .
In addition to the logistical challenges of leaving the dairy farms, there are few
places for the farmworkers to go where they might feel comfortable and welcomed,
contributing to a combination of geographic and cultural isolation. The possibilities for
social engagement are limited for poor Latino immigrants in the largely white and rural
counties of Vermont. New immigrant destinations with notably small Latino populations
are likely to see social disparities enhanced by the dearth of culturally appropriate social
venues catering to the needs and interests of a largely Spanish speaking population (Tran
et al., 2014). This is relevant for the relatively small number of Latino migrant workers in
Vermont, where there are no Latino-oriented community centers or even Latino markets
to sell culturally appropriate or familiar food items. One study of Vermont’s Latino
migrant farmworkers found that about half those surveyed said they did not participate in
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social activities, only leaving the farm on about 1.4 times per month, on average (Baker
& Chappelle, 2012). The MFWSI assesses stress from geographic isolation through
questions asking if there are stores nearby and if farmworkers have reliable
transportation. Cultural isolation is touched upon through questions about whether there
is enough Spanish radio or TV in the area, or if farmworkers have had to adjust to
different foods in their new homes. Magaña and Hovey (2003) qualify these stressors as
“acculturating to a new environment,” which ties into the concept of acculturative stress
previously discussed.
Social isolation and its relation to stress and mental health is an important concept
with wide-ranging definitions. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) point out that though social
isolation has been simply described as a lack of social ties or social network, having a
large social network does not necessarily equate to a high quality of social support. This
is further supported by Cohen and Wills (1985), who point out that the quantity of social
connections does not have a measurable impact on reducing stress, and rather the quality
of one or two strong social connections, like a spouse or best friend, has a much larger
buffering effect on stress. Migrant farmworkers who do not have a family member
(spouse included) with them might, therefore, show greater stress levels than those who
do have a family member living with them. The authors mention that this could be due to
relying on a close social connection (rather than many superficial connections) with
whom they can divulge more intimate conversations about personal concerns, such as
health problems, relationship issues, and job stress (Cohen & Wills, 1985). The MFWSI
covers this component of social isolation through its questions assessing stress felt in
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relation to the difficulties of being away from family members and friends, and being
unable to talk about personal feelings with others. Whether migrant farmworkers in
Vermont have family members or partners living on the farms with them will be observed
in relation to their overall stress and stress specifically from social isolation.
For the Latino immigrants working in Vermont, social isolation is manifested in a
few different ways, and often in conjunction with geographic isolation. Access to social
networks is hampered by the limited access to traveling off-farm (Sexsmith, 2016).
Furthermore, most migrant farmworkers leave behind family members, friends, and
communities when they come to work and live in the U.S., thus leaving behind a crucial
source of social support. When farmworkers leave behind loved ones and their
communities, they can experience a “sense of loss” which can lead to feelings of isolation
(Rojas, Grzywacz, Zapata Roblyer, Crain, & Cervantes, 2016). Due to the geographic
isolation of most Vermont dairies, paired with the homogenous, non-Latino population of
the state, there are limited options for developing the same type of supportive
communities and relationships farmworkers enjoyed in their home countries. A health
survey found that 44% of Latino migrant farmworkers in Vermont thought social
isolation was one of the most difficult parts of their lives on the farms (Baker &
Chappelle, 2012). The MFWSI explicitly asks questions that address social isolation, for
example whether or not farmworkers are stressed by feeling isolated, finding it hard to
meet people, and not feeling at home.
For migrant farmworkers, the Internet may be a primary mode of maintaining
communication with their friends and family back home, whether through computers or
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smartphones. Now more than ever, Latinos in the U.S. are reporting “at least occasional
Internet use,” up from 64% in 2009 to 84% in 2015 for Latino adults, according to a
report from the Pew Research Center (Brown, López, & Lopez, 2016). Moreover, this
study shows that the rise in Internet use was even more dramatic for foreign-born Latinos
who represented over half of all Latino Internet users in 2015 – the reported Internet use
for this demographic from 2009-2015 rose from 51% to 78%. Still, foreign-born Latinos
are lagging behind the 91% of their U.S. born counterparts who reported Internet use in
2015. The difference between foreign and U.S. born farmworkers is even more drastic
when it comes to having a home Internet service: 48% and 72%, respectively. In contrast,
80% of the overall Latino population in the U.S. reported mobile Internet use, though this
is still less for the foreign-born demographic – 75% compared to 86% for U.S. born
Latinos. These numbers showcase the need for improved and expanded Internet access
for foreign-born Latino farmworkers, for many of whom this technology is their only tie
to the social support networks in their home countries.
Relationships and parenting
The stresses affiliated with farmworkers’ relationships with their partners, family
members, and children are complex and often seem contradictory. A key concept for
understanding these relationships, at least in part, is that of familismo, described as “a
core cultural value held by Latino individuals and families” that describes the shared
principles of “family unity, loyalty, and cooperation” (Rojas et al., 2016). Rojas (2016)
makes sure to note that “family” often implies an extension into the community, and not
just to immediate family members with shared bloodlines. This belief in the importance
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of family interconnectedness is paired with a profoundly entrenched sense of
responsibility. When Latino immigrants opt to leave their families back in their home
countries in order to financially support them by working on farms in the United States,
the deeply held conviction that providing for one’s family is a top priority comes into
conflict with the strong ties Latinos have to their families and the importance of
remaining close to home and family, observed by researchers as the concept of familial
ambivalence (Grzywacz et al., 2006; Rojas et al., 2016). This ambivalence can be both a
source of stress itself, and can also compound the impacts of other stressors faced by
foreign-born farmworkers.
The positive side of familismo is that, when ties to family are kept strong, such as
when farmworkers migrate with their partners and/or children, there is evidence that
mental health outcomes are improved (Rojas et al., 2016). Additionally, there is a sense
of pride in being able to provide financially for family members back home in Mexico or
Central America that can help boost resilience in farmworkers with a sense of familismo.
However, the pressures of deep-seeded familismo can also serve as a source of distress
for many, in a number of ways. For example, Rojas, et al. (2016), found that farmworkers
were sometimes disappointed by the realities of living and working in the U.S., finding it
difficult to fulfill their duties providing financially for their families. Many researchers
also identified that when those remaining in the home country didn’t seem to appreciate
the sacrifices made by those working in the U.S., ties to social support networks were
strained, creating another source of stress. This is, in part, captured in the MFWSI with
the item “I do not get enough credit from other family members for the work I do.”
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Rojas, et al. (2016), found that farmworkers often experienced a “sense of loss”
for those left behind, whether it be children, parents, partners, or other kin, exacerbating
the stresses in their lives in the U.S. when they are unable to fully rely on their family
members for support. As was discussed in relation to social isolation, many parents of
children back in their home countries may feel sense of loss and find it difficult to uphold
their parental responsibilities besides financial support, thus facing stress from longdistance parenting (Rojas et al., 2016). Alternatively, if children did come to the U.S.
with at least one parent, some farmworkers expressed worry that their children would
become more deviant, given the perceived culture of drugs and other bad behaviors in the
U.S. compared to their home countries. With parents beholden to the long hours typical
of farm work, there is concern that they are not present enough in their children’s lives,
placing stress on both children and parents alike. The MFWSI captures several sources of
stress related to parenting, including worrying about children’s education, who they are
spending time with, and the values they’re exposed to in the U.S., as well as not having
anyone to take care of children while the parents are working.
Stress from relationships with partners, or lack thereof, are also observed in the
MFWSI. One question testing for stress from physically or emotionally abusive partners
is relevant for many foreign-born farmworker in the U.S., and has been studied largely in
populations of Latina farmworking communities (Michael R. Duke & Cunradi, 2011;
Kim-Godwin et al., 2014). Though abuse reported by male farmworkers is not unknown,
it is less common than for females, and given the largely male population of farmworkers
in Vermont, this stressor is anticipated to be less significant.
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Language barriers
An important component of the aforementioned cultural and social isolation for
many migrant farmworkers is language barriers. Numerous researchers have cited
language barriers as a significant source of stress for Latino migrant farmworkers, and it
is measured in the MFWSI through questions about difficulties understanding and
speaking English. The lack of Spanish knowledge in the remote parts of states like
Vermont further exacerbates farmworkers’ isolation, and limits their ability to fully
access social services, seek medical care, or even shop freely (Magaña & Hovey, 2003).
A study from the Legal Services Corporation found that an English language
barrier was a factor prohibiting some farmworkers from seeking needed legal assistance,
along with issues related to depending on their employers for such matters (Legal
Services Corporation, 2015). Lack of English language and literacy skills are also thought
to hinder many foreign-born persons from seeking out medical care and public assistance
benefits like Medicaid, TANF, and CHIP, if eligible (Fortuny & Chaudry, 2011).
Undocumented workers without access to these federal programs may also be limited by
their lack of English in seeking assistance from community health care facilities,
especially if there are no Spanish-language personnel at those clinics. Not being able to
fill out paperwork for social services is another item related to language barriers tapped
by the MFWSI. Overall, stress from language barriers is predicted to be highly relevant
for Vermont’s Latino migrant farmworkers, as it has been for foreign-born farmworkers
represented in research studies from other parts of the U.S.
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Labor conditions and safety
The jobs allocated for Latinos hired to work on large dairies, or in agriculture in
general, tend to put them at great risk for occupational injury; these jobs typically require
long hours of physically challenging, repetitive work in extreme climatic conditions (e.g.
long winters in Vermont) with exposure to toxic chemicals and harmful materials, and all
for low wages with few benefits (Arcury & Quandt, 2007; Keller et al., 2016; Ramos,
Carlo, Grant, Trinidad, & Correa, 2016). The monotony and repetition of many
agricultural tasks are common farm work stressors that could directly affect one’s mental
health (Grzywacz et al., 2013). The relationship between occupational injury and stress
levels goes both ways: getting injured on the job could be seen as a factor leading to
greater stress, and poor mental health (often signaled by elevated stress and/or
depression) could create a greater risk of injury (Ramos et al., 2016). Engaging in labor
activities that run a high risk of injury might induce stress for some farmworkers; the lack
of insurance and/or adequate healthcare paired with the potential loss of work due to an
injury increases this stress. Alternatively, greater stress and subsequent depression could
reduce a farmworker’s sense of judgment and risk perception, or general ability to focus
when performing arduous tasks that could result in injury if not done with proper care
and attention (Ramos et al., 2016). Depressive symptoms in a farmworker could also lead
to a lack of interest in upholding work safety precautions, and common coping
mechanisms like alcohol or drug abuse could exacerbate the risk of injury (Ramos et al.,
2016).
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The Department of Labor found that the industry that includes farming (along
with fishing and forestry) had the highest rate of job-related injuries – 71% higher than
the occupational injury rate for private industries on the whole (Legal Services
Corporation, 2015). One study in Nebraska found that almost 20% of the sample of
farmworkers surveyed had experienced at least one work-related injury, much greater
than the under 4% of occupational injuries reported for Americans in general (Ramos et
al., 2016). This same study found significant, positive correlations between the instances
of occupational injury and elevated levels of stress (almost a third of the sample had
caseness for stress according to the MFWSI) and depression (over 45% were considered
depressed according to the CES-D).
For dairy farmworkers, the occupational risks are unique and the job is considered
one of the most dangerous in agricultural (Keller et al., 2016). Risks of working with
large livestock such as cows include getting kicked or stepped on, more long-term
musculoskeletal effects like neck and back pains that come from milking and tending to
the animals, potential injury from operating machinery in milking parlors, or even
bronchitis or asthma from consistently breathing in organic or inorganic dust and
chemicals, all of which are exacerbated by fatigue from working long hours (Baker &
Chappelle, 2012; Jenkins et al., 2009; Liebman et al., 2015; Rosecrance, Tellechea,
Menger, Gilkey, & Roman-Muniz, 2013). In a study of focus groups of Latino migrant
dairy workers in Wisconsin, it was reported that almost all focus group participants had
either been injured or knew of someone injured on the farms (Liebman et al., 2015). One
study in Vermont found, specifically, that over 14% of the Latino dairy farmworkers
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surveyed were currently experiencing neck or back pains, with older farmworkers more
likely to report that health issue than younger ones (Baker & Chappelle, 2012).
Dairy farming requires a high level of safety precautions for preventing serious
and potentially fatal injuries, and a factor disproportionately affecting non-native
farmworkers is a general lack of farm safety education and training (Arcury, Estrada, &
Quandt, 2010; Keller et al., 2016; Ramos et al., 2016). It’s been found that language
barriers and cultural differences, particularly for Latino migrant farmworkers with a
limited English language skills, can hamper the amount of farm safety training laborers
receive from their employers (Hagevoort, Douphrate, & Reynolds, 2013; Rosecrance et
al., 2013). The tenuous legal nature of their employment also makes it less likely that
migrant farmworkers will demand that their employers allocate resources or time to train
them adequately, in addition to making it less likely they’d report injuries or seek
compensation for fear of lost wages or deportation (Keller et al., 2016; Liebman et al.,
2015). Furthermore, as was previously mentioned, OSHA does not inspect farms with ten
or fewer employees, so small farms see fewer work safety protections for their employees
and have been found to have greater rates of job-related injuries than larger farms; this
issue is particularly relevant for small dairy farms in Vermont (Legal Services
Corporation, 2015).
The MFWSI captures the stresses related to these occupational hazards through a
few items, including “At times I have to work long hours,” “I have to work in bad
weather,” “Sometimes I have difficulty finding a job,” and “There is not enough water to
drink when I am working.” Other potential stressors tapped by the MFWSI that could be
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considered related to labor conditions include being taken advantage of by employers or
supervisors, or generally experiencing discrimination in the U.S., though these also relate
back to the vulnerability that comes with legal insecurity. Many of these stressors fall
under the domain of “work conditions,” according to Hiott et al (2008), similar to KimGodwin and Bechtel’s (2004) category “working conditions” or Ward et al’s (2010)
category “stress from work.” It is expected that, due to the dangerous nature of dairy farm
work, compounded by the lack of protections provided illegal immigrants, Vermont’s
Latino dairy farmworkers will report high levels of stress in this arena.
Access to healthcare
Over 40% of working-age Latino in the U.S. were without health insurance in
2013, comprising the lowest insurance rate of any racial or ethnic demographic in the U.S
(Monnat, 2016). There is evidence that the health insurance rate is even lower for those
living in newly established Latino destinations than for those Latinos living in longestablished areas where social and political support structures have developed over time
to improve their healthcare resources (Monnat, 2016). Furthermore, it was found that the
Latinos in large, rural, nonmetropolitan counties in these “new destination” areas were
more likely to be foreign-born and have significantly lower health insurance rates, lower
educational attainment, and higher poverty rates than those found in more metropolitan
counties, supporting the concept that poor, largely uneducated immigrants working on
farms in rural areas are less likely to have health insurance (Monnat, 2016). It is noted
that this trend of non-citizen, foreign-born Latinos in newer destinations that have lower
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insurance rates might be related to a lack of support networks in new destinations that
assist newcomers in obtaining health insurance (Pitkin Derose et al., 2009).
In addition to the detrimental impacts of social isolation and language barriers,
undocumented farmworkers do not have the same access to health insurance as
Americans due to their tenuous legal status. Indeed, one recent study found that language
barriers and lack of insurance were the primary impediments to accessing healthcare for
Latino farmworkers in Vermont (Buckheit, Pineros, Olson, Johnson, & Genereaux,
2017). Additionally, farmworkers without legal status may fear seeking health care even
in emergency situations, concerned it will make them more visible to immigration
authorities (Arcury & Quandt, 2007). Another study found that three of the greatest
barriers to health care reported by migrant farmworkers in Vermont were fear of coming
across law enforcement, language barriers, and a lack of transportation, all of which
connect back to legal insecurity and social and geographic isolation (Baker & Chappelle,
2012).
Rural healthcare systems, subsisting on relatively small tax bases and limited
federal funding, are already seen as inadequate to serve the needs of domestic
farmworkers, not to mention for the culturally and linguistically appropriate healthcare
services needed for a Latino immigrant population (Monnat, 2016; Ramos et al., 2016). It
was found that Latinos in non-traditional and sparsely populated immigrant destinations
had fewer nearby healthcare facilities available to them, and in general access to adequate
healthcare was more limited than for those in states with more Latino immigrants and
greater population densities (e.g. California) (Cunningham et al., 2006; Pitkin Derose et
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al., 2009). In rural areas, in general, there are fewer healthcare facilities available for the
geographically spread out farmworking communities (Arcury & Quandt, 2007). The
distances farmworkers must travel to get to these few and far between health clinics are
often exacerbated by a lack of transportation and/or lack of a driver’s license due to their
undocumented status, further preventing farmworkers from seeking needed healthcare
services (Arcury & Quandt, 2007). Vermont, with its small general population and even
smaller Latino immigrant population spread out amongst its rural areas, embodies these
geographic barriers to adequate healthcare access.
Farm work in of itself is arduous and carries a number of stressors; without both
the legal protections that prevent the exploitation of domestic workers who tend towards
higher-paid and easier farm jobs, and without the assurance of a quality healthcare system
should there be any injuries, this labor becomes exponentially more stressful for migrant
farmworkers (Keller et al., 2016). The Affordable Care Act, Medicare, and Medicaid are
safety nets available to most Americans that provide subsidized health insurance for those
that need it; undocumented migrant farmworkers are prevented from accessing these
federally funded public insurance programs (Gusmano, 2012; Keller et al., 2016; Monnat,
2016). Although federal funding is provided to not-for-profit organizations like Federally
Qualified Health Clinics (FQHCs) and migrant health centers (MHCs), and many states
supplement this funding, there are typically not enough of these clinics or health care
professionals working at them to serve all the farmworkers with healthcare needs (Arcury
& Quandt, 2007; Gusmano, 2012). Though there is a network of FQHCs in Vermont,
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many lack the staff or resources to cater to Spanish-speaking patients with culturally
sensitive health needs.
The MFWSI asks farmworkers to assess the level of stress they feel about not
having adequate medical care, which could encompass stress resulting from the struggle
to access healthcare for any of the numerous reasons stated above. Additionally, the
survey asks farmworkers if they feel stressed by any health problems they endure due to
the physical nature of farmwork. This question does not specifically ask about injuries,
but rather more broad health concerns, which connects back to general stress due to tough
farm labor conditions.
Housing conditions and environment
A final stressor that may be more likely to affect foreign-born farmworkers than
those from the U.S. is sub-par housing and living conditions. Housing for agricultural
workers is often overcrowded and poorly maintained, placing its inhabitants at greater
risk for illness or stress (Ayón, 2015; Grzywacz et al., 2013). For dairy farmworkers like
those in Vermont that work year-round and are often allocated year-round housing on or
near the farm, the AWPA fails to provide the same federal quality standards required of
housing for temporary workers (Keller et al., 2016). The H-2A guest-worker visa
program requires housing, held to certain quality standards, for farm employees that need
it, but year-round dairy farmworkers do not qualify for the H-2A status and are therefore
not supported by this program (Grzywacz et al., 2013). The Vermont Agency of
Agriculture published a “fact sheet” for farm employees that outlines the federal and state
regulations regarding their housing and compensation obligations, along with suggestions
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for “best practices,” although it does not mention how such rules and guidelines are to be
enforced (Vermont Agency of Agriculture, 2015). There have been numerous incidents
of unsanitary, unsafe, and overcrowded housing provided for Latino dairy farmworkers in
Vermont and on dairies around the country (Keller et al., 2016). A couple items from the
MFWSI cover potential housing stressors, like inadequate housing or poor conditions of
bathrooms.
In addition to tangible housing improvements that could be made for
farmworkers, the environments of the communities where farmworkers reside may be an
additional source of stress. Two items from the MFWSI ask about stress from other
people using drugs or drinking too much alcohol. There is research indicating that
substance abuse by others, whether alcohol or drugs, often used as a negative coping
mechanism for stress and other mental health issues, can in turn be a stressor for those in
the community (Bacio et al., 2014; Hiott et al., 2008; Hovey, 2001b). One study found
that greater levels of acculturation were found to be linked to higher rates of drug
dependence for a sample of Mexican migrant farmworkers in California, implying that
the longer a migrant farmworker remains in the U.S., the greater the potential risk of
either turning to drugs as a coping method for stress, or for dealing with drug dependence
in one’s community (Alderete et al., 2000).
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METHODS
Study design and data collection
Vermont has an estimated 1200-1500 Latino migrant farmworkers working on
dairies throughout the state (Baker, 2013). The research findings about this population
that are explored in this thesis come from the 2015-2016 Vermont Latino Migrant Dairy
Farmworkers Stress Survey (referred to from here on out, for simplification, as the
VMFWS survey), which is in turn part of a greater research project that began in 2009 on
stress, mental health, and state policy development related to Vermont’s migrant dairy
farmworkers, funded by a USDA grant through the University of Vermont (UVM). The
research team collecting data for this survey consisted of the principal investigator (PI), a
research specialist hired outside of the university, two graduate students (including
myself) and one undergraduate student, and a final person hired outside of the university
for his fluency in Spanish (his native language) and previous work with the farmworking
population. The VMFWS survey and study design were constructed over a series of
meetings with the research team during the 2015 summer and fall semesters at UVM, and
survey collection spanned just over a year, from September 10, 2015 to September 15,
2016.
All researchers were trained by the PI to administer the surveys in an unbiased
and academically rigorous, culturally sensitive, confidential, and safe manner. Keeping
track of the data were also conducted with much precaution, given the vulnerability of the
population being studied. All procedures, the survey instrument itself, and the informed
consent form required for participation in the survey were approved by UVM’s
65

Institutional Review Board (IRB). After the first few surveys were collected, the research
team re-evaluated the process and survey instrument and made small modifications that
were also met with UVM’s IRB approval. The process for maintaining confidentiality
involved keeping the list of farms to be visited separate from the survey data, and farm
codes were applied to each survey that matched back with the farm list. Any data entered
into the SPSS statistical analysis program used in this thesis research omits any
information that could be used to identify either the farmworker or the farm where they
are employed, and any digital information shared among the research team was sent over
UVM’s secure FTP service. Additionally, the interviewers were only given the locations
of a handful of farms at any point in time, and the surveys collected were immediately
returned to a safe, locked location accessible only by the PI and myself.
In order to collect data that best reflects the wide-ranging characteristics of this
population, along with the potential stressors affecting them, a research team used
purposive, non-probability sampling techniques to identify potential survey participants,
following cues from the literature. Due to the inherent difficulties of getting an accurate
accounting of the quantity and whereabouts of foreign-born farmworkers that often lack
legal work permits and often reside in remote farm areas, these purposive sampling
methods have been used in various published articles of social health research on migrant
farmworkers (Baker & Chappelle, 2012; Caplan, 2007; Kim-Godwin et al., 2014; Negi,
2013; Rhodes et al., 2015). Estimates of the number of migrant farmworkers and the
farms employing these workers in each county were developed by the research team and
partners. Throughout the course of data collection, the ratios of surveys collected from
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farmworkers across the 13 counties of Vermont were matched as closely as possible to
the estimated ratios of farmworkers in each county.
Additionally, a portion of surveys were collected using a site-based convenience
sample from the Open Door Clinic, a rural health clinic in Addison County, known to
serve the migrant farmworking population in the area. Just under 20% of the surveys
were collected at the Open Door Clinic, as seen in the study characteristics in Table 1.
Farmworkers surveyed at the Open Door Clinic reported the town where their farm was
located to be in Addison County. Finally, convenience sampling was also used by the
interviewers upon arrival at the farms, and a limit was placed on the surveys that could be
collected from each farm based on the number of farmworkers employed there.
Surveys were conducted in-person, with the survey administrator reading the
survey aloud and recording the farmworker’s responses. When interviewers made farm
visits, if a farmer or farm owner was present, their permission was requested before
speaking to their employees. A letter of introduction and explanation of the intent of the
research was provided to farmers and farmworkers. To be included in the research study,
it was required that the participant be at least 18 years of age, that they currently be
employed on a Vermont dairy farm, that they consider themselves to be a Latino migrant
farmworker, that they be willing to be interviewed in Spanish or English, and finally that
they agree to the informed consent required by UVM’s IRB. The informed consent form
was verbalized to the farmworkers, and the interviewer only continued with the survey
after obtaining this consent from the farmworker and after other inclusion criteria were
met.
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Table 1
Study characteristics
Variable

Frequency

Surveyor
Surveyor A
Surveyor B
Surveyor C
Surveyor D
Surveyor E
Survey site
On-farm
Open Door Clinic
County of Vermont farm location
Addison
Franklin
Orleans
Orange
Caledonia
Chittenden
Lamoille
Washington
Bennington
Rutland
Grand Isle
Windsor
Windham
Essex
Don’t knowa
Survey season
November - April
May - October

Valid
percent

n
173

117
49
3
2
2

67.6
28.3
1.7
1.2
1.2
173

139
34

80.3
19.7
173

57
37
16
8
7
6
6
6
5
5
4
4
3
2
7

32.9
21.4
9.2
4.6
4.0
3.5
3.5
3.5
2.9
2.9
2.3
2.3
1.7
1.2
4.0
173

117
56

67.6
32.4

Note. a“Don’t know” is recorded if the survey was completed at the Open Door clinic and the participant
wasn’t able to give the survey taker their employer’s farm name and location, or if the farm name recorded
by the survey taker was unable to be identified and therefore located for analysis.

68

The surveys took just under an hour, on average, and all but two people opted for
the Spanish version of the survey. After completing the survey, each participant received
an information packet containing flyers from various rural health clinics and migrant
farmworker advocacy organizations, like Puentes a la Salud and Vermont Legal Aid.
Farmworkers also all received a $10 international phone card from BOSS Revolution®,
which are specifically designed for ease of use with mobile phones. In total, 175 surveys
were collected, however two were thrown out: one because it was a refusal and a second
because the survey participant turned out to be the wife of a dairy farmworker and not a
farmworker herself. The data from the remaining 173 surveys are explored in this thesis.
Survey instrument
The complete VMFWS survey given to the sample of migrant farmworkers
participating in the present research study included the Migrant Farmworker Stress
Inventory (MFWSI) (which has been validated and used numerous times in the
literature), additional questions created by members of the UVM research team assessing
potential sources of stress for the Vermont farmworker sample, demographic data, and
questions that might pertain to a migrant farmworker lifestyle for those in Vermont
(Hovey, 2000). The components of the VMFWS survey are explored here, distinguished
by whether the survey component was utilized as a dependent or independent variable in
statistical analysis, or if it was viewed as qualitative data.
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Dependent variables
The MFWSI is a 39-item survey instrument designed to assess the quality and
severity of stressors intrinsic to the migrant farmworker experience (Hovey, 2000). The
MFWSI is available for use in both English and Spanish, and although the MFWSI was
originally designed to be self-administered, it assumes a minimum 6th grade literacy level
in the chosen language. As the Vermont migrant dairy farmworker population is
comprised of people with a range of educational backgrounds and literacy levels, the
surveys were verbally administered to farmworkers by bilingual interviewers. The items
in the MFWSI are formatted as statements that tap into a specific source of potential
stress for migrant farmworkers, and the survey participant is asked to rate how stressful
they find each statement as it relates to their life. The responses are given on a five-point
Likert scale, where 0 = “Have not experienced,” 1 = “Not at all stressful,” 2 =
“Somewhat stressful,” 3 = “Moderately stressful,” and 4 = “Extremely stressful.” The
numeric values assigned to each response are considered to be a score, and the total
scores for all 39 items are summed to reveal the migrant farmworker’s overall stress
score, falling within a range of 0 to 156.
A higher score signifies a greater amount of migrant farmworker stress, and
Hovey (2000) applied the parameter of a score of 80 or above as indicating “caseness”
for stress. He defines this caseness threshold as implying a “potentially significant
symptomatology that may impair an individual’s functioning,” i.e. that a score of 80 or
above might put the farmworker at more risk for poor mental health outcomes (Hovey,
2000). The concept of caseness is frequently used in mental health research to assess the
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severity of psychiatric disorders, and to indicate the point at which such a disorder
requires treatment (Alderete et al., 2000; Wing, Mann, Leff, & Nixon, 1978). Hovey
(2000) states that this score of 80 and above represents around the expected top 25% of
scores on the MFWSI. Both the overall stress scores for the Vermont sample of Latino
migrant dairy farmworkers and the binary variable of caseness for stress for those scoring
80 or above are used as dependent variables in the present research analysis. The mean
scores and response distributions from individual stress items are also used as dependent
variables in part of the analysis.
A few modifications were made to the original MFWSI before adding it to the
VMFWS survey. A minor change made was simply changing the prompt at the top of the
survey to be more appropriate for an interviewer-administered rather than selfadministered start to the questionnaire. A more substantial change made was the
replacement of the MFWSI’s original question #16: “Sometimes I have difficulty finding
a place to live.” For the Vermont migrant dairy farmworking population, a vast majority
of the workers are provided housing as part of their employment on the farm. The
research team discussed this at length and decided it would bias the stress results for the
Vermont sample, and should be replaced. The research team determined that question
#11, “Because I feel isolated, I find it hard to meet people,” was a double-barreled
question, and should be broken into two components that more directly assess the two
different potential stressors of feeling isolated and finding it hard to meet people. The
second part of this item was thus put in place of item #16. As there were still a total of 39
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stress items remaining in the survey, the same parameters for assessing overall stress and
caseness were maintained.
Following the MFWSI section, the VMWFS survey includes a series of questions
developed by the research team to assess stressors more targeted to migrant dairy
farmworkers in Vermont. These 11 questions were asked in a similar fashion to the
MFWSI stress items, where a statement tapping into a potential stressor was read, and
responses were given on the same 0 to 4 scale assessing severity of stress. These
questions were designed to pinpoint specific stress items, and not to be grouped as a
whole in the same fashion as the MFWSI, so each of the 11 UVM-designed stress
questions was treated as a dependent variable, using the means and distribution of scores
in analysis.
Independent variables
Certain demographic characteristics collected in the surveys were treated as
independent variables to be tested against the overall MFWSI stress scores, binary
caseness for stress, and individual items from the VMFWS survey. The selection of
variables was based on knowledge gleaned from the literature and the review of the
political, social, and economic context of dairy farm labor in Vermont, and includes the
farmworkers’ age, country of origin, education level, length of stay in the U.S, Vermont,
and on their current farm, and current marital or parental status. Study characteristics
from Table 1, including survey site, weather at the time of survey administration, and the
county where the farmworker’s farm is located were also all treated as independent
variables to be tested against the dependent variables.
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Characteristics pertaining to a migrant farmworker lifestyle in general and/or
specifically in Vermont were also asked of all survey participants, and responses to ta
selection of these questions were used as independent variables in analysis. These
questions included whether a farmworker had been injured on a farm, whether partners,
children, or simply any family members lived on their farm, how many hours they
worked in a given week and for what wages, if they’d had contact with a variety of
organizations that cater to the various needs of Latino migrant farmworkers, and if they
held a Driver’s Privilege Card.
Additional qualitative data
Two open-ended questions were included in the VMFWS survey that asked
farmworkers about the current ways they reduce stress in their lives and their suggestions
for things that would help them and other farmworkers reduce stress. For the question of
how the farmworkers thought their stress could be reduced, they were prompted to
suggest two things, ranking one as most important and the other as secondary. The
responses to these questions were usually recorded by the interviewers in the language
the farmworker was speaking, which was most often Spanish. These responses were
compiled in an Excel table and then translated into English before re-coding into the
stress reduction categories presented in the results section of this thesis.
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Statistical analysis
Analysis of univariate descriptive statistics
All data in this thesis were analyzed with IBM SPSS Statistics for Macintosh,
Version 24.0. Frequencies or descriptives were computed for all study, demographic, and
lifestyle characteristics and are reported in tables 1-5. Certain variables were recoded if
needed for analytical purposes (e.g. the survey date was recoded into the binary variables
of cold versus warm weather months; lengths of time in the U.S., Vermont, or current
farm were re-categorized into ordinal values in addition to being used as interval data;
and categories of Internet use were re-coded into binary variables that hold more
significance for comparison in analysis, etc.) Missing data, whether a refusal from the
farmworker or a mistake made by the interviewer, were removed from the descriptive
statistics reporting, so the final n and percent of responses reported in the tables reflect
only valid data.
One variable that required a more in-depth recoding in order to be used in
bivariate statistical analysis was the location of farms that employ the migrant
farmworkers surveyed in this thesis. The counties where the surveyed farmworkers reside
are listed in Table 1, but the regional breakdown of where they live in Vermont (i.e.
Northern, Central, or Southern Vermont) are of more use for determining potential
correlations between proximity to the Canadian border and stress outcomes. Town
locations were inferred from the data, and Google Maps software was used to locate the
towns on a map of Vermont. Approximate distances between these towns and the U.S.Canada border were measured using the Google Maps software, and then using the
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regional classifications depicted in Figure 1, farmworkers were then grouped by whether
their farms were in Northern, Central, or Southern Vermont. This information is
presented in Table 2 and is used in the statistical analyses shown throughout several other
tables in this thesis.
MFWSI stress scores reported in Figure 5 are the sums of all 39 stress items, and
means for each item were calculated using SPSS and reported in Tables 9 and 11, as well
as in Appendix A (Table 23). SPSS was also used to conduct an inter-item reliability test
and the resulting Cronbach’s alpha for the MFWSI survey in the present study was 0.90,
which is consistent with similarly high Cronbach alphas reported for the MFWSI in other
studies (Grzywacz et al., 2006; Hiott et al., 2008; Hovey et al., 2001; Kim‐Godwin &
Bechtel, 2004). Three surveys had missing values for at least one question, and so these
were removed from analysis, resulting in n=170 for the MFWSI results. Normality tests
were successfully run for the MFWSI scores - the Shapiro-Wilk test for normality
showed a significance of .185, above the required >.05 (Shapiro & Wilk, 1965). A stemand-leaf plot also showed a visually normal distribution around the mean, and the normal
Q-Q Plot also showed normally distributed data (i.e. data points sticking close to the
diagonal line). Data were also normal when incorporating the factors of where the survey
was done (clinics or on-farm) and whether the surveys were done in warm or cold
months. Even though the individual stress items are ranked on an ordinal scale, once
summed, the MFWSI scores have been treated in the literature as a dependent interval
variable. Because the data for the stress scores were normally distributed and the sample
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size was substantial, the stress scores are treated as an interval variable in analysis in this
thesis.
The reported percentage of caseness for stress in the present study was calculated
as the number of farmworkers whose total MFWSI stress scores were 80 or greater.
Caseness for stress is a binary variable that will be analyzed against farmworker
characteristics in addition to the interval stress scores. The mean stress scores for each of
the 39 individual stress items, as well as for the UVM stress questions, are also reported
in the results, and are ranked in order from greatest mean to least. The distribution of
responses to the MFWSI stress items with the greatest mean scores are also reported. The
responses to the individual stress items were treated as ordinal data, with non-normal
distributions. Other interval data from the study and demographic characteristics were
also found to have non-normal distributions, which affects the statistical tests that can be
used with those data points.
Analysis of bivariate statistics
For comparing the means of two independent groups from the univariate data
against the dependent stress variables, several different tests were run. For most
descriptive characteristics, it was determined that comparing their means against the
binary variable caseness for stress was the most useful in determining which factors
might be related to a level of stress thought to contribute to a greater risk of poor mental
health outcomes. Several variables from the data were categorical, e.g. farmworkers’
nationality, marital status, if they had contact with any Vermont organizations like health
clinics or student groups, or whether they were surveyed on the farm or at the Open Door
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Clinic (this last one to help demonstrate whether there was any bias towards stress based
on survey site). Crosstabs depicting Chi-Square values and statistical significance were
run for these variables against caseness for stress, and any significant results were
reported in Table 15. For interval data like wages, work hours, and years spent in the
U.S., the interval MFWSI stress scores were used as the dependent variable in order to
determine if there were any linear correlations, which would reveal both the strength and
direction of the relationship. The independent interval variables did not have normal
distributions, so they were tested against stress using Spearman correlations, the results of
which are seen in Table 16.
Several of the UVM survey component questions assessing stress were similar to
items found in the MFWSI, and so a paired t-test was used to test for differences in the
means between like questions, and significance was reported in Table 17. Two of these
similar questions, related to the stress from hours worked and concern about injury or
poor health, were tested against independent variables from other parts of the survey,
namely the number of hours worked in a week and whether a farmworker had been
previously injured; results are in Table 18. For the non-parametric interval variable of
hours worked tested against the ordinal data from the stress items, Spearman correlations
were run. For the dichotomous variable of the occurrence of injury or not against the
stress items, the Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney U test comparing mean ranks was used.
Finally, some of the highest-scoring stress items from the MFWSI were tested for
correlations with specific independent variables. For interval variables, Spearman
correlations were run, and for binary variables, the Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney U test was
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used. In addition to demographic and other characteristics from the VMFWS survey that
were tested, whether the farmworkers were surveyed on their farms or at the Open Door
Clinics was also tested and included in the results in Tables 20, 21, and 22 if found to be
significant. For categorical variables where more than two responses were possible, the
Kruskal Wallis test was used to compare mean ranks for stress items. However, many
variables did not have significant relationships with stressors, and those that did were
more significant when the variables were re-coded into binary form, so no results from
the Kruskal Wallis tests were reported.
Qualitative analysis
Identifying top stressors in the literature
Researchers explored the results they garnered from their respective studies of
Latino migrant or seasonal farmworker stress using different methodologies, and often
they grouped questions from the MFWSI into distinct categories of stressors that differed
from those of other researchers using the same survey instrument (Fox & Kim-Godwin,
2011; Hiott et al., 2008; Kim‐Godwin & Bechtel, 2004; Ramos et al., 2015; Ward &
Tanner, 2010). Many sources of stress for migrant farmworkers that are captured by the
39 questions of the MFWSI are interconnected and could be classified a few different
ways, making it difficult to consistently delineate different stressors across various
studies. In several articles, researchers reported on overall stress scores and related
findings without detailing which stressors or individual questions scored highest for their
sample of farmworkers (Crain et al., 2012; Michael R. Duke & Cunradi, 2011; Grzywacz
et al., 2006; Hovey, Hurtado, & Seligman, 2014; Kim-Godwin et al., 2014; Nguyen et al.,
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2012; Pulgar et al., 2015; Ramos et al., 2016). In order to best use insights gleaned from
other MFWSI studies as a springboard for helping to hypothesize which stressors
captured by the survey might be most relevant for Vermont dairy farm laborers, it was
useful to first identify which articles reported on the responses to specific questions or
groups of questions from the survey.
To pinpoint and collect any published, peer-reviewed journal articles that utilized
the MFWSI as a measurement for stress for Latino migrant and/or seasonal farmworkers
in the U.S., I used the web search engine Google Scholar, a robust bibliographic
database. I utilized the following search terms: “MFWSI,” “migrant farmworker stress
inventory,” “migrant farmworker stress,” “Latino farmworker stress,” “Hispanic
farmworker stress,” “Latino immigrant stress,” “Latino migrant stress,” “Hispanic
immigrant stress,” “Hispanic migrant stress,” and “farmworker stress inventory.” The
MFWSI was first published in 2000, so the search parameters were set from that year to
the present.
In total, 18 published articles and one book chapter were gathered that reported
findings from the MFWSI, used either in its original form or a slightly modified and/or
abbreviated version of the survey instrument. The chapter of the published book included
in this group is Hovey’s review of the literature on stress and mental health for both
farmers and farmworkers alike, as it reports on findings from a study of Latino
farmworkers in the Midwest where the results of the MFWSI were not published in a
peer-reviewed journal, but rather in a conference paper and a periodical (Hovey, 2001a;
Hovey et al., 2001; Hovey & Seligman, 2006). Of the 18 published works, 12 reported
79

the average MFWSI scores, which are presented in Figure 6, along with the mean
MFWSI score from the present study. I used an ANOVA test to compare the mean
MFWSI scores from all studies, and also reported the mean and median from the 13
studies in order to best depict where the stress of Vermont migrant farmworker
population falls in relation to the stress of similar populations in other states.
In addition to the overall mean stress scores, I was interested in comparing the
mean scores from specific stress items for Vermont’s Latino migrant farmworkers to
those in other states, though even fewer articles published those specific stress item
scores. To narrow down relevant research in order to make the most valuable
comparisons, a few articles that utilized an adaptation of the MFWSI were excluded, for
instance two articles that modified the MFWSI to simply the MSI (Migrant Stress
Inventory) so that it would be more applicable to sample populations of urban day
laborers (Bacio et al., 2014; Michael R Duke, Bourdeau, & Hovey, 2010). The authors of
those articles determined that, though the MSI was believed to be reliable and valid
across diverse groups of Latino migrant workers, the primary stressors uncovered for
their samples of day laborers were not consistent with those found in other studies of
farmworkers. Another article was also excluded because it utilized only a few items from
the MFWSI as part of its subscales measuring stress for urban, Latino non-farmworker
laborers (Luksyte, Spitzmueller, & Rivera-Minaya, 2014). A final article was removed
from review as it used an abbreviated, 30-item version of the MFWSI as a measure of
acculturative stress for a sample of rural Latina women who may or may not be
farmworkers, and was used as part of a pre- and post-test review of the effects of a mental
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health intervention program, and only significant stressors from the post-test were
reported (Tran et al., 2014).
Of the remaining 15 published works that used the MFWSI to assess stress for
Latino migrant farmworkers, only seven reported either results from specific items from
the survey instrument that garnered the highest scores, or groups of items deemed as
encompassing a specific type or domain of stressor, either by way of factor analysis or
author’s discretion. Of these seven, six made note of the top stressors, often ranking
them. The study by Ramos, et al. (2015) listed off the 15 stress items where at least 25%
of those surveyed reported “extreme stress,” however they did not report on the mean
score for each item. The remaining five works present the mean scores for either just the
top-ranking stress items or for all of the 39 items on the survey (Clingerman & Brown,
2012; Fox & Kim-Godwin, 2011; Hovey & Seligman, 2006; Kim‐Godwin & Bechtel,
2004; Ward & Tanner, 2010). Several authors deem a score of at least 2.5 as substantial
enough for considering it a top stressor; this score represents the median score for any
one item given an even distribution of responses, and marks the halfway point between
“somewhat” or “moderately” stressful.
The top scores that are reported across these five studies, all with a mean of 2.5 or
greater, are presented in Table 10, tapping a total of 17 of the 39 stress items from the
MFWSI. All of these studies were administered to populations of Latino/a migrant and/or
seasonal farmworkers in rural parts of the country, including regions of North Carolina,
Texas, Colorado, and one area spanning parts of Maryland, New Jersey, and southeastern
Pennsylvania. Though some of the studies include participants from “new farmworker
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destinations,” the geographic, social, economic, and political climate of dairy farms in
Vermont remain unique, and thus the results for high-ranking stressors presented in Table
10 were not necessarily expected to be replicated in the present study. Comparisons
between the means of the top-scoring MFWSI items from the current study and any of
those items reported as high-scoring in the other five research studies are reported in
Table 11. One-way ANOVA tests were run to compare the means of the various stress
items in Table 11 for the Vermont study and the other five studies, but no statistically
significant difference was found, though the sample sizes are quite small, ranging from
two to five depending on the stress item. Regardless, the table can be used to help show
the absolute values of the Vermont MFWSI stress items as compared to those in other
states.
Analyzing stress reduction strategies
One question from the VMFWS survey asked the 173 survey participants what
two primary things might make their lives less stressful. Though the survey asked the
farmworkers to rank those two items in order of importance, many farmworkers either
listed more than two options, only mentioned one thing, or provided two answers without
any delineation between which was more important. Because of this, all responses to this
question were combined in analysis. Recoding the data serves the purpose of providing a
general sense of Vermont farmworkers’ ideas for how their stress might be reduced.
Most of the few-hundred original responses were very similar in nature, and so
they were re-coded into more general terms to simplify the analysis. Initially, the original
responses were re-coded into 28 possible options for “ways to reduce stress,” and then
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those 28 responses were re-coded even more generally into the 16 categories presented in
Table 14. For example, one original response to how the farmworker’s life might be
made less stressful was if they could “go anywhere without fear of border police,” and
another was to “be able to go between Mexico and Vermont.” The former was originally
re-coded as the response “Local travel/not fearing deportation” and the latter was as
“Ability to return to home country and back,” but both were later re-coded as the ability
to “Travel freely (around Vermont/between countries).” The generalized category better
captures the essence of the response, which is that the ability to travel without fear of
deportation or detainment, regardless of where the farmworker wished to travel, would
make their lives less stressful.
A follow-up question on the VMFWS survey asked survey participants to identify
what strategies or actions they actively employ to reduce/cope with stress in their lives.
This question generated more original responses than could be easily analyzed, so
responses similar or identical were re-coded into more general categories. Originally, the
responses were re-coded into 24 different possibilities for how farmworkers “currently
relieve stress” in their lives, and then these options were further grouped into eight
categories, as seen in Table 13, for a more clear understanding of how farmworkers
reduce their stress.
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RESULTS
Descriptive characteristics of the migrant farmworker sample
The initial question addressed in this thesis was an assessment of the general
demographics and characteristics of Vermont’s Latino migrant farmworkers. This
information was gathered in the VMFWS survey and is presented here. Of the 173
farmworkers who completed surveys used in the present study, over 95% were identified
as male, with eight female farmworkers represented in the study. About three-quarters
(75.2%) of the farmworkers were under the age of 35, with a median age of 28 (and a
mean of 29.8), ranging from 18 to 54. After adjusting for the differences in names given
to grade levels in schools in Mexico and Guatemala, it was determined that median level
of education completed was primary school; 9.3% of farmworkers completed média
superior (to achieve either a bachillerato or professional degree) or went into a
university. Over half the farmworkers reported having children (54.7%), while over half
the farmworkers reported being married or in a partnership (56.4% of the total; 44 people
reported being married while 53 were in a significant partnership but not legally married).
As the survey assesses stress from a variety of factors including social isolation and the
potential lack of a partner, these two types of partnership are grouped together and
distinguished from the category “single,” which comprised 40.7% of all farmworkers.
Almost half (45.8%) of farmworkers are on farms in Northern Vermont, the
region previously designated in this thesis as the area of the state within 50 miles of the
U.S.-Canada border. Between 50 and 100 miles from the border is designated as Central
Vermont, and about the same number of farmworkers surveyed (45.2%) live in this
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region as do in Northern Vermont. The remainder (9.0%) live in Southern Vermont,
beyond 100 miles from the Canadian border. The average length of time farmworkers
reported residing in the U.S. was 5.2 years and the median was 4 years. 92.4% of the
farmworkers had lived in the U.S. for at least one year, and 13.4% had been in the U.S.
for over ten years; one farmworker reported having been in the U.S. for 27 years. The
average time spent in Vermont was 3.3 years, and the median was 3 years. Eighty-two
percent of farmworkers had lived in Vermont for more than a year, and 4.1% had been in
the state for over ten. The person who had remained in Vermont the longest reported
being in the state for 19 years, which is also how long they said they’d stayed on their
current farm. The average length of time farmworkers spent at their current farm was 2.4
years, though almost a third (32.2%) had been on their current farm for less than a year,
and 2.9% had been there over ten years.
Most farmworkers originated from Mexico (88.4%), and these farmworkers were
primarily from states in southern Mexico, namely Chiapas (43.1%), Tabasco (24.8%),
and Veracruz (15.7%). A total of 19 farmworkers were Guatemalan (11.0%), and one
final farmworker reported being from Brazil. Almost all farmworkers reported Spanish as
their primary language, save for the Brazilian who reported Portuguese, one person who
reported English, and two people (one Guatemalan and one Mexican) who reported
indigenous languages. One person stated Spanish as their primary language along with an
indigenous language. These results are reported in Table 3, followed by Figures 2 and 3
depicting maps of Mexico and Guatemala, with state and department boundaries,
respectively.
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Table 2
Demographic characteristics of Vermont survey respondents
Variable

Frequencies

Sex
Male
Female
Age
18-24
25-34
35-44

n
173

165
8

95.4
4.6
169

45-54
Education
None or some primary
Completed primary
Completed secondary
Completed “média superior”a
Marital status
Single
Married/partnered
Divorced or otherb
Children
Yes
No
Farm region
Northern Vermont
Central Vermont
Southern Vermont
Length of time in US (years)
Length of time in Vermont (years)
Length of time on current farm (years)

Valid percent

52
75
31

30.8
44.4
18.3

11

6.5
172

12
86
58
16

7.0
50.0
33.7
9.3
172

70
97
5

40.7
56.4
2.9
172

94
78

54.7
45.3
166

76
75
15

45.8
45.2
9.0

Median

Mean

SD (for mean)

n

4
3
2

5.23
3.31
2.36

4.031
2.921
2.781

172
172
171

Note. aCompleting ”média superior” could result in a “bachillerato” or “profesional” degree.
b
“Other” responses include a male farmworker in the process of getting divorced and a female farmworker
who’s married but separated. Both responses should be counted as “not married” for statistical purposes.
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Table 3
Place of origin and primary language for Vermont survey respondents
Variable
Country of origin
Mexico
Guatemala
Othera
Mexican state of origin
Chiapas
Tabasco
Veracruz
Oaxaca
Puebla
Guerrero
Jalisco
Baja California
Ciudad de México
Querétaro
Guatemalan department of origin
Huehuetenango
San Marcos
Chiquimula
Zacapa
Quiche
Primary language
Spanish
English
Otherb

Frequencies

Valid percent

n
173

153
19
1

88.4
11.0
0.6
153

66
38
24
9
7
3
3
1
1
1

43.1
24.8
15.7
5.9
4.6
2.0
2.0
0.7
0.7
0.7
19

8
4
3
3
1

42.1
21.1
15.8
15.8
5.3
173

169
1
3

97.7
0.6
1.7

Note. aThe “Other” response for the variable “Nationality” was recorded for a farmworker from Brazil.
b
The “Other” responses for the variable “Primary Language” include Portuguese for the Brazilian
farmworker, and Popti and Mixteco for indigenous farmworkers from Guatemala and Mexico, respectively.
One person who’s primary language was recorded as Spanish also mentioned they spoke Mixteco.
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Figure 2. State map of Mexico: Mexican farmworker states of origin.
Note. n=153.

Figure 3. Department map of Guatemala: Guatemalan farmworker departments of origin.
Note. n = 19.
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Beyond demographics, the survey collected information about experiences or
choices that might be relevant to a migrant farmworker in Vermont, as seen in Tables 4
and 5, separated based on if the data were continuous or categorical. While 97.6% of
people said there were other Spanish speakers on the farm where they worked, 72.6% of
whom were from the same region of their home country, less than half (45.3%) the
farmworkers reported having family members living with them. Among the 97
farmworkers (56.4% of the total) with a spouse or significant other that answered whether
or not their partner lived with them (ten people with an unmarried partner neglected to
answer this question), 33 people (34.0%) said this partner lived with them, and 54 people
(55.7%) said they did not live with their partner. Of the 94 people (54.7% of the total)
who reported having children, 19 people (20.2%) said their children lived with them.
A majority of farmworkers reported using the Internet at least once a day (87.8%),
most of whom used it many times per day (79.1%). 23.1% of farmworkers said they’d
been previously injured working on a farm, and 22.5% of those people said they still
suffered that injury. The open-ended responses about what injuries were experienced
revealed that about half the farmworkers had been kicked or crushed by a cow, and many
more reported broken bones without citing the cause. Just over 79% said they would
likely call the police if they were victims of a crime, while the rest thought it unlikely; 13
farmworkers said they did not know, and these responses were removed from the results.
Just over 40% of farmworkers reported consuming alcohol at least once a week: three of
these farmworkers reported drinking 5-7 days a week, while everyone else drank 1-2 days
in a week. When drinking alcohol, mean consumption was 5.25 drinks per day.
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Table 4
Characteristics related to Vermont migrant farmworker lifestyle: categorical variables
Variable

Frequency

Previously injured on farm
No
Yes
If victim of a crime, likelihood would call police
Likely
Unlikely
Internet use

Valid percent

173
133
40

76.9
23.1
159

136
23

85.5
14.5
172

At least once a day

151

87.8

A few times per week or less

21

12.2

Alcohol consumption
Less than once a week

172

Once a week or more
Number of other Spanish speakers on farm
None
1-2
3 or more
From same region in home country
No
Yes
Family members live with them on farm
No
Yes
Spouse/partner lives with themb
No
Yes
Did not answer
Children live with them on farm
No
Yes

n

103

59.9

69

40.1

a

169
4
42
123

2.4
24.9
72.8
165

45
119

27.4
72.6
172

94
78

54.7
45.3
97

54
33
10

55.7
34.0
10.3
94

75
19
90

79.8
20.2

The average length of time farmworkers reported spending on any one farm was
2.9 years. The average amount of sleep reported by farmworkers was 7.61 hours per day,
and the average workweek was 67.7 hours. Mean wages reported were $8.25/hour. For
comparison, Vermont’s minimum wage at the time of the survey was $9.60 per hour,
though agricultural employees are not subject to state minimum wage laws. Just under a
quarter of all farmworkers (23.4%) reported making below $7.25, or the federal
minimum wage, though this statute only applies to farms with over 500-man days
reported in a give calendar quarter, which according to one report, is about 7-8 full-time
employees (Vermont Agency of Agriculture, 2015).
Table 5
Characteristics related to Vermont migrant farmworker lifestyle: continuous variables
Variable

Mean

SD

n

No. of drinks (per day) when consuming alcohol
Hours of sleep/day
Hours of work/week
Hourly wagesa

5.25
7.61
67.7
8.25

3.532
1.814
10.086
1.328

89
173
172
167

No. of years typically on a farm

2.90

2.226

125

a

Note. Hourly wages were determined by dividing the wages paid every week (including adjusted weekly
wages from the data of workers paid every two weeks) by the reported numbers of hours worked. Vermont
minimum wage for 2016, at the time of the survey, was $9.60, though this excludes agricultural workers,
who are subject to the Federal minimum wage of $7.25 only if 500-man days or more were exceeded per
calendar quarter in the previous year (Vermont Agency of Agriculture, 2015).

Farmworkers were asked if they had ever had any contact with some of the
organizations in Vermont that, at least in some part, work to serve this population, and
these results are reported in Table 6 or seen graphically in Figure 4. Almost threequarters (72.3%) of farmworkers reported having contact with Migrant Justice and with
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the consulates of either Mexico or Guatemala. The General Consulate of Mexico is based
out of Boston, and the Consulate General of Guatemala is based out of Providence, RI,
but both hold an annual or biannual mobile consulate in Vermont. Another 61.8% of
farmworkers surveyed reported having contact with the Vermont Migrant Education
Program (VMEP), while 8.7% had contact with a college student group like Juntos, out
of Middlebury College. Almost half of all farmworkers surveyed (48.6%) reported
having had contact with a church group (which could mean being contacted by church
members or opting to attend church, for example). Thirty-seven percent of farmworkers
reported having had contact with Open Door Clinic, though 34 of the 64 who said they’d
had contact were surveyed on site at there, potentially skewing the positive response to
this question. About 19% of farmworkers reported having had contact with another health
clinic besides the Open Door Clinic in Vermont, and just under 20% of farmworkers
reported having contact with Puentes a la Salud, a consortium aimed at reducing barriers
to healthcare for migrant farmworkers, comprised in part by the Open Door Clinic.
Table 6
Migrant farmworker contact with Vermont organizations
Organization
Migrant Justice
Mexico/Guatemala consulatea
Vermont Migrant Education Program
Church group
Open Door Clinic
Puentes a la Salud
Other health clinic (not Open Door)
College student group (e.g. Juntos)
Note. aIncludes mobile consulate.
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Frequency

Valid percent

n

125
125
107
84
64
34
33
15

72.3
72.3
61.8
48.6
37.0
19.7
19.1
8.7

173
173
173
173
173
173
173
172

Figure 4. Migrant farmworker contact with Vermont organizations
Note. n = 173 for all organizations except for the college student group, where n = 172.

Another item asked in the survey, pertaining specifically to migrant farmworkers
living in Vermont, was whether or not they’d heard of, held, or wanted the Driver’s
Privilege Card (DPC) that allows residents of the state who may or may not be U.S.
citizens to legally drive a vehicle (National Immigration Law Center, 2017b). Sixty-three
percent of farmworkers reported being aware of this card, and 15% of farmworkers said
they actually had one. Of those who answered the question of whether or not they wanted
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a DPC (primarily those who said they knew about the card, but excluding those who
already had one, and including a few people who didn’t know about it but answered the
question regardless), 72.5% of farmworkers said they wished they had a DPC. It was later
determined that the way these questions were asked to farmworkers, after being
translated into Spanish, was potentially confusing or misleading, so only the objective
question of whether a farmworker holds a DPC is used in analysis.
A question asking farmworkers whether or not they were aware of another
Vermont state policy relevant to non-citizens, the Fair and Impartial Policing policy, was
removed from this analysis. The responses to this question were largely negative or
uncertain, which seemed unusually inconsistent with several other factors, including
contact with the workers’ rights group Migrant Justice that often promotes awareness of
this policy, leading the research team to re-evaluate how this question was asked on the
survey. The research team determined that the wording of the question, when translated
into Spanish, was unclear, and thus this question and its responses are not reported.
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Table 7
Migrant farmworker relationship with Vermont’s Driver's Privilege Card
Variable

Frequency

Knowledge of Driver’s Privilege Card
Yes
No
Don’t know
Have Driver’s Privilege Carda
Yes
No

Valid percent

n
173

109
59
5

63.0
34.1
2.9
173

26
147

Want Driver’s Privilege Cardb
Yes
No

15.0
85.0
91

66
25

72.5
27.5

Note. aThose who responded “No” or “Don’t know” to the question of whether or not they knew about the
DPC were not asked the question of whether or not they held a DPC, under the presumption that if they did
not know about it, they would not have one, so they are automatically counted as a “No” for this question.
b
Respondents to this question excluded the 26 people that stated they already had a DPC. The respondents
were primarily those who said they knew about the card but did not have one, though some people who
said they did not know about the card still stated that they wanted one, save for one person who stated they
neither knew about the DPC nor did they want one.

Stress and stressors for Vermont’s migrant farmworkers
In addressing the second and third research questions of this thesis, the MFWSI
captured overall stress scores for the sample population of farmworkers, along with
specific items that seemed to cause the greatest levels of stress for the farmworkers. As
explained in the methodology, the final stress score from the MFWSI is comprised of the
sum of responses to all 39 items, on a scale from 0 to 4, for a possible range of 0 to 156.
After removing the three surveys where farmworkers failed to answer at least one item
from the MFWSI, the mean stress score reported for the sample of farmworkers, n=170,
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was 74.55. Figure 5 is a histogram showing the distribution (with visible normality) of
MFWSI stress scores, with the mean score demarcated by the blue line.

Figure 5. Distribution of Migrant Farmworker Stress Inventory (MFWSI) stress scores.
Note. Red line = 80; a score of 80 or above represents caseness for stress. Blue line = 74.55, the mean
score.

“Caseness” for stress, as was previously discussed, is represented in the MFWSI
by a score of 80 or higher, and this point is demarcated by the red line in Figure 5. As
reported in Table 8, a total of 62 Vermont migrant farmworkers, or 36.5% of the sample,
exhibited caseness for stress based on their MFWSI scores.
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Table 8
Vermont MFWSI stress scores: binary descriptives of caseness for stress
Variable

Frequency

Valid percent

No caseness for stress
Caseness for stress

108
62

63.5
36.5

Total

170

100.0

1

Note. “Caseness for stress” is defined as a MFWSI stress score of 80 or above.
2
Mean stress score = 74.55, with the standard deviation = 20.462.

Part of research question #4 in this thesis is examining how the overall stress of
the Vermont Latino migrant farmworking population compares to the stress of migrant
farmworkers around the U.S. Amongst the articles discovered in the literature that
utilized the MFWSI in their studies of Latino farmworkers, 12 of them reported the mean
score for their sample of farmworkers. A comparison of how the average stress score
from the present study of Vermont migrant farmworkers compares with those reported in
the literature is seen in Figure 6.
A one-way ANOVA test was run to determine if there was a significant difference
in the mean MFWSI scores for the Vermont sample and the other studies, but no
significance was found. The ANOVA test calculated an F-statistic of .178 with a p-value
of .681, greater than the value of p< .05 required for significance. It should be considered,
however, that n =13 studies is a small sample and the standard deviations and raw scores
from each study were not available for a more accurate test - only means were used in the
ANOVA. Furthermore, it should be noted that a few authors modified the survey to fit
the needs of their sample populations, e.g. the Migrant Stress Inventory (MSI) adjusted
for day laborers (Bacio et al., 2014; Michael R Duke et al., 2010). One study observed a
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population of mixed farmworkers, some with H-2A guestworker visas and some without;
the average stress score only for the non-H-2A farmworkers is shown in Figure 6 for a
more accurate comparison to the rest of the studies with mostly undocumented
farmworkers (Ward & Tanner, 2010). Given these differences in the samples, the test for
significance between means may not be very robust in this instance. Regardless, as seen
in the figure, four of the 12 studies reported a mean stress score higher than the current
sample of Vermont migrant farmworkers; the Vermont mean of 74.55 also places it
above both the mean (70.67) and median (67.9) for the sample of 13 studies.

Figure 6. Mean Migrant Farmworker Stress Inventory (MFWSI) scores for current study
compared to those found in the literature.
Note. 1Bacio (2014) and Duke (2010) both use MSI – similar to the MFWSI but adjusted for day laborers.
2
Means in Ward (2010) study are for H-2A and non-H-2A farm laborers; non-H-2A mean shown here.
3
Mean in Hovey (2014) study applies to sample before participation in behavioral support group.
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In addition to providing a general stress score and rubric for determining caseness
for stress for a survey sample, the MFWSI can be used to elucidate which potential
stressors have the greatest effect on farmworkers. Several authors in the literature
reported on “top-stressors” as those receiving scores of 2.5 or greater, which represents
the midway point between an item being “somewhat stressful” and “moderately stressful”
(Clingerman & Brown, 2012; Fox & Kim-Godwin, 2011; Kim‐Godwin & Bechtel,
2004). Another way of understanding this is that 2.5 is the mean stress score assuming
both a perfectly normal variance and that all items are applicable (i.e. nothing is given a
score of 0). The top ten highest scoring items from the MFWSI for the sample of
Vermont migrant farmworkers are listed in Table 9, and the seven items that garnered
scores of 2.5 or greater are highlighted. The complete list of stress items from the
MFWSI, ranked by their mean scores for the Vermont migrant dairy farmworker sample,
is provided in Appendix A.
The three items with the highest stress scores all pertain to immigration status and
legal insecurity: “Migrating to this country was difficult” (mean=3.62), “I worry about
being deported” (mean=3.36), and “I worry about not having a permit to work in this
country” (mean=3.28). Items related to social isolation rank at numbers 4 and 7,
respectively: “It is difficult to be away from family members” (mean=3.25) and “It is
difficult to be away from friends” (mean=2.58). Stress items related to language barriers
rank at numbers 5 and 6: “I have difficulty understanding other people with they speak
English” (mean=2.72) and “I have difficulty communicating in the English language”
(mean=2.60). If looking at the top ten high-scoring stressors, “Sometimes I don’t feel at
99

home” (mean=2.43), “I have to work in bad weather” (mean=2.38), and “At times I have
to work long hours” (mean=2.38) are all included. Not feeling at home relates back to
social isolation stress, and the other two stress items are related to labor conditions.
As was previously discussed, about one-fifth of all surveys were administered to
farmworkers at the Open Door Clinic rather than on the farms where they work. Because
of the connection between stress and general health, there is the potential for there to be
some effect on the overall survey results if roughly 20% of the sample included people
visiting a health clinic, though farmworkers’ reasons for being at the clinic are unknown.
To account for this, in part, I removed the surveys from the Open Door Clinic and reanalyzed the top scoring stressors for the remaining 139 farmworkers that were surveyed
on-site at the farms. For the sample of farmworkers surveyed only on their farms, the
same seven high-scoring stress items from the MFWSI (seen highlighted in Table 9) are
still the only stress items that received scores of greater than 2.5, and appear in the same
order as those of the overall sample, when ranked. A side-by-side comparison of the
overall top MFWSI stress items from the entire sample and those just for the on-farm
surveys can be viewed in Appendix B.
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Table 9
Top ten MFWSI stress items ranked by mean score
Stress variable (question #)

Mean

Rank

n

Migrating to this country was difficult (31)

3.62

1

173

I worry about being deported (30)

3.36

2

173

I worry about not having a permit to work in this country (14)

3.28

3

173

It is difficult to be away from family members (8)
I have difficulty understanding other people when they speak
English (37)
I have difficulty communicating in the English language (1)

3.25

4

173

2.72

5

173

2.60

6

173

It is difficult to be away from friends (23)

2.58

7

172

Sometimes I don't feel at home (13)

2.43

8

173

I have to work in bad weather (2)
At times I have to work long hours (7)

2.38
2.38

9
10

173
173

Note. 1Stress scores were given by the following values:
4 = Extremely Stressful
3 = Moderately Stressful
2 = Somewhat Stressful
1 = Not At All Stressful
0 = Does Not Apply
2
Stressors with mean scores >2.5 are highlighted to indicate a high level of stress according to the literature.

Five authors using the MFWSI in their studies reported the mean stress scores for
specific items from the survey, and those items scoring 2.5 or greater are reported in
Table 10. The item “It is difficult to be away from family members” was reported as a
high-scoring stress item by all five authors, though it should be noted this does not mean
it was the highest-scoring stressor in those studies. As seen in Table 10, although this
item was ranked highly amongst three samples of farmworkers (including a subsection of
just males for one sample) and second greatest in another study, it was ranked as the
tenth-highest scoring stressor for another study even with its mean score of > 2.5. Not
having adequate medical care, being concerned about others’ drug use, and difficulty
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communicating in English were three stressors common to four of the five samples of
farmworkers reported on in Table 10. Not being able to buy things because of lack of
money, having difficulty understanding people speaking English, worrying about not
having a work permit, and having difficulty finding a job were four stress items that were
found to be common among three of the five studies. Nine other stress items were
reported as high-scoring for the farmworker populations in one or two of the studies. In
total, 17 of the 39 stress items on the MFWSI were tapped by at least one study as
causing great enough stress for farmworkers to garner a mean score of at least 2.5.
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Table 10
Top MFWSI stress items in the literature
MFWSI stress item with mean score of ≥ 2.5

No. of studies
where reported

It is difficult to be away from family membersa

5b,c,d,e,f

I do not have adequate medical carea

4b,c,d,e

It bothers me that other people use drugsa

4b,c,d,e

I have difficulty communicating in the English languagea

4b,c,d,e

At times I have not been able to buy things that I want because I
make little moneya

3b,c,d

I have difficulty understanding other people when they speak
Englisha

3b,c,d

I worry about not having a permit to work in this countrya

3b,c,d

Sometimes I have difficulty finding a job

3b,c,e

Migrating to this country was difficult

2b,c

I worry about being deported

2b,c

At times I have to work long hours

2b,e

It is difficult to be away from friends

1b

Sometimes I don't feel at home

1b

It is difficult to complete the paperwork necessary to receive social
services

1b

It bothers me that other people drink too much alcohol

1b

I worry about my children's educationa

1d

I have to work in bad weather

1e

Note. 17 items out of 39 possible, pulled from five reviewed articles.
a
The stress items reported in the research of Hovey & Seligman (2006) list the mean scores and rankings
for males and females separately, and both are reported here; there were seven stress items for females with
mean scores greater than 2.5, and three for males, only one of which was not found in the top seven stress
items for females.
b
Kim‐Godwin & Bechtel (2004).
c
Fox & Kim-Godwin (2011).
d
Hovey & Seligman (2006).
e
Clingerman & Brown (2012).
f
Ward & Tanner (2010).
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The second part of the fourth research question in this thesis looks at how the top
stress items for the Vermont sample compare to others in the U.S. Table 11 combines the
data presented in Tables 9 and 10 and showcases which of the top seven stress items from
the current study are also top stress items (any with a mean score of > 2.5) found in the
literature. As mentioned in the Methods, there was no statistically significant difference
between the means in these studies, but the values can still be compared. Each of the
stress items with a mean > 2.5 in the present study was also reported to have a mean of
2.5 or above in at least one other study. There were, however, ten items from the stress
inventory that were found to be very stressful for the population sample in at least one
study that were not found to be as stressful for the Vermont sample. The item that was
found to be an important stressor across all five studies shown in Table 10, being away
from family members, is the fourth highest-scoring stress item in the Vermont study.
Of the three items that scored above 2.5 in four of the five studies in Table 10,
only having difficulty communicating in English received a high stress score in the
present study (mean=2.60, ranked #6); having adequate medical care and concern about
others’ drug use did not score as highly for the Vermont study. The top two scoring
stressors in Vermont, difficulty migrating to the U.S. (mean=3.62) and concern about
deportation (mean=3.36), only scored above 2.5 for two other studies, and in both cases,
the mean scores in the Vermont study were greater than those of the others. Worrying
about not having a work permit and having difficulty understanding others speaking
English were common stressors to both the Vermont study and three other studies, while
finding it difficult to be away from friends was only high-scoring for one other study.
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Table 11

Present Study

Kim-Godwin
& Bechtel
(2004)a

Fox & KimGodwin
(2011)b

Hovey &
Seligman
(2006)c

Clingerman
& Brown
(2012)d

Ward &
Tanner
(2010)e

Comparison of top-scoring stress items in present study to others in the literature

n=173
Mean
(Rank)

n=151
Mean
(Rank)

n=135
Mean
(Rank)

n=57f
Mean
(Rank)

n=40
Mean
(Rank)

n=75
Mean
(Rank)

Migrating to this country
was difficult

3.62
(1)

3.07
(6)

2.77
(4)

-

-

-

I worry about being
deported

3.36
(2)

2.93
(9)

3.22
(1)

-

-

-

I worry about not having
a permit to work in this
country

3.28
(3)

3.03
(8)

3.13
(2)

2.57
(7)

-

-

It is difficult to be away
from family members

3.25
(4)

3.47
(1)

2.58
(10)

3.29g
(1) m
2.91
(2) f

3.15
(2)

2.65 (1)

I have difficulty
understanding other
people when they speak
English

2.72
(5)

3.13
(5)

2.67
(7)

2.79
(3)

-

-

I have difficulty
communicating in the
English language

2.60
(6)

3.22
(4)

2.69
(6)

2.48
(4)

2.55
(7)

-

It is difficult to be away
from friends

2.58h
(7)

2.79
(12)

-

-

-

-

MFWSI stress item with
mean score of ≥ 2.5

a

About 20% surveyed are 2nd or 3rd generation immigrants, and about 36% surveyed were female.
All participants were female. 20% were 2nd or 3rd generation immigrants and 20% seasonal farmworkers.
c
This research lists the top-scoring stress items for both females and males; the stress items with scores of
2.5 or above reported here were for the females in the sample, except where otherwise noted.
d
65% of Clingerman’s study participants were female, differing from the mostly males in the present study.
e
46.7% surveyed in this study held H-2A visa guestworker status, while the other 53.3% lacked visas.
f
n=57 for females, but n=41 for males for the one item reported here where males had above a 2.5 mean
score for a stress item ranked highly in the present study.
g
Mean for the male sample is designated by m and the female mean is designated by f.
h
For this stress item in the present study, n=172, not 173 as for all other stress items reported in this table.
b
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It should be noted that none of the concerns about migration, lack of a work
permit, or worry about getting deported ranked highly for Ward and Tanner’s 2010 study;
about half the farmworkers they surveyed were H-2A visa guestworkers, thus reducing
the potential stress from immigration and legal insecurity that farm laborers without work
permits may have. Several of the studies had a mix of female and male survey
participants, or a percentage of second or third generation immigrants aside from the
foreign-born farmworkers, which might affect which stressors are more impactful for
those samples. The study from Fox and Kim-Godwin (2011) surveyed only female
farmworkers, though four of the top-ten most stressful items found in their sample were
also among the high-scoring in the Vermont study of mostly male farmworkers.
Another representation of the top ten most stressful items gleaned from the
MFWSI for the sample of Vermont migrant farmworkers is seen in Figure 7. The bar
graph depicts the stressors from the highest scoring at the top to the tenth highest at the
bottom, and shows the distribution of responses in the horizontal bars, from “extremely
stressful” on the left to “does not apply” on the right. In addition to having the highest
mean score of 3.62, it becomes visible from the bar graph that “migrating to this country
was difficult” garnered a response of “extremely stressful” from over three-quarters of all
farmworkers surveyed (76.9%). Two farmworkers reported that stress from migration did
not apply to them, and 7.5% of farmworkers found it either “somewhat” or “not at all”
stressful.
For other two migration and legal insecurity stressors, worrying about deportation
and not having a work permit, well over half the farmworkers surveyed reported feeling
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extreme stress (62.4% and 57.8%, respectively). Over three-quarters of all farmworkers
said that all three of those migration and legal insecurity stressors, as well as the
difficulty of being away from family members, was either moderately or extremely
stressful for them. Two people said the concern of getting deported did not apply to them,
one person said that not having a work permit did not apply to them, and not a single
farmworker said that the stress of being away from family members did not apply to
them. At least half of all farmworkers found the two items related to language barriers,
not understanding others when they speak English and having difficulty communicating
in English themselves, to be at least moderately, if not extremely stressful (61.2% and
52.0%, respectively). Additionally, just over half of all farmworkers found that being
away from friends and not feeling at home was moderately to extremely stressful (50.6%
and 50.3%, respectively).
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Figure 7. Top ten high-scoring Migrant Farmworker Stress Inventory (MFWSI) stress
items, with response percentage.
Note. n=173 for all stress items except for “It is difficult to be away from friends,” where n=172.

In addition to the MFWSI stress items, the component of the survey designed by
the UVM research team asked about how stressful a number of other factors might be to
Vermont’s migrant dairy farmworkers, using the same Likert scale as the MFWSI items.
Of the 11 items asked in the same method as the 39 MFWSI items, only one, being
concerned about being injured while working on a dairy farm, scored above the 2.5
threshold with a mean of 2.72. Only one other item, being stressed by the number of
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work hours endured in a given week, received an average score indicating that a majority
of farmworkers found it to be at least “somewhat stressful” (mean=2.18). Several of the
additional questions asked in the UVM survey section were similar to those found in the
MFWSI, as will be looked at in Table 17, and correlations with the top two high-scoring
stress items (concern about injury and the number of work hours) will be looked at in
Table 18.
Table 12
UVM stress survey variables with mean scores
Stress variable

Mean

n

I am concerned about being injured working on a dairy farm in the U.S.

2.72

171

The number of hours I work each week is…

2.18

173

The amount of sleep I get is…

1.83

173

Sending money home to my family is…

1.74

172

Accessing health care in Vermont is…

1.69

173

The number of rest breaks during my work shift…

1.66

173

Since arriving in Vermont at times I have been concerned about not
being able to find work

1.61

173

The way I am treated by U.S.-born farmworkers on this farm is…

1.36

173

The number of people that live in my house is…

1.34

173

The way I am treated by other Latino migrant farmworkers on this farm
is…

1.28

173

In the past month, I was concerned about whether I would have enough
food to eat

1.03

173

Note. 1Stress scores were given by the following values:
4 = Extremely Stressful
3 = Moderately Stressful
2 = Somewhat Stressful
1 = Not At All Stressful
0 = Does Not Apply
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A series of questions asked in the survey given to Vermont migrant dairy
farmworkers involved a self-report of whether living in Vermont was more or less
stressful than life in their home country or any other state where they may have lived in
the U.S., or whether their current farm is more or less stressful than another farm where
they may have worked in Vermont. As shown in Figure 8, over a third of all farmworkers
responding to this question (36.8%) said that their life in Vermont was more stressful
than their life in their country of origin, though less than a quarter of farmworkers
surveyed (22.2%) said that living in Vermont was more stressful than other states where
they’d lived in the U.S. If controlling for the 22.8% of farmworkers that said they never
lived anywhere in the U.S. outside of Vermont, then 28.8% of farmworkers who’d lived
outside Vermont said that Vermont was more stressful. In contrast, excluding those that
never lived outside Vermont, 38.6% of farmworkers said that living in Vermont was less
stressful than other places in the U.S. There were 6.4% of farmworkers that said the
current farm they worked on at the time of the survey was more stressful than others
they’d worked on, compared to 42.7% that said it was less stressful. When controlling for
the 35.1% of farmworkers that had never worked on other farms in Vermont, those
statistics become 9.9% that found their current farm to be more stressful than others
where they’d worked and 65.8% found it to be less stressful.
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Figure 8. Migrant farmworkers' self-reported change in stress level when comparing
current location to elsewhere.
Note. 1For the question of whether living in Vermont is more or less stressful than living in the
farmworkers’ home country, n=163. For questions of whether living in Vermont is more or less stressful
than living elsewhere in the U.S., or if working on the current farm is more or less stressful than other
farms where they worked in Vermont, n=171. 2Where the response “Not applicable” is provided, it
means the farmworker never lived elsewhere in the U.S. or never worked on another farm in Vermont.

In addition to the quantitative data collected in the survey, two open-ended
questions were asked of farmworkers to learn both how they currently reduce any stress
they experience, and how they think stress could be reduced for themselves and other
farmworkers in their situation; this answers the fifth research question of this thesis. The
numerous original responses to the question of how farmworkers reduce stress were
recoded into the categories shown in Table 13. This table outlines the eight different
categories of stress reduction strategies that farmworkers actively employ, compiled from
252 original responses. By far, the most common response was that farmworkers attempt
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to keep their minds busy and/or entertained, i.e. not thinking about the stressors in their
lives, with 90 total responses. Socializing with friends and/or family and resting and/or
sleeping were close together in second and third place, with 59 and 50 responses,
respectively. Keeping active (distinguished from the more passive “entertained”)
garnered 23 responses, leaving the farm or going out somewhere got 14 responses, and
drinking beer or alcohol got eight responses. Seven people said there was nothing they
could do to reduce their stress, and one person said they turn to the church to reduce
stress.
Table 13
How farmworkers currently reduce stress
Farmworkers’ methods for reducing stress

Frequency

Keep mind busy/entertained
Socialize with friends/family
Resting/sleeping
Keep active
Leave farm/go out
Beer/alcohol
Nothing
Religion/church

90
59
50
23
14
8
7
1

Total responses

252

The other open-ended question asked survey participants how they think stress
that they and other Latino migrant farmworkers experience could be reduced, as shown in
Table 14. A total of 324 responses were pared down into 16 categories. Suggestions
recoded into the category “have legal status/work permit” were by far the most popular,
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with a total of 86 responses. Either being with family or having one’s family in Vermont
with them was the second most popular suggestion, with 73 responses. Being able to
travel freely around the state or in the U.S., or to be able to go to one’s home country and
back freely, was the third most popular idea for how stress could be reduced, with 68
responses. Either earning more money, or simply having more money, was fourth, but
received 30 fewer responses than the third-most popular response, with 38 responses. The
fifth-most popular stress reduction category received 20 fewer responses than this having more free time or time to rest got 18 responses total. Having more time to
socialize with friends got 11 responses, followed by ten votes wishing for better job
conditions. Every other category of stress response got fewer than ten responses,
including access to education or English language training, wishing for better living
conditions, no more deportations, less racism, better healthcare, more exercise, church, or
simply to be somewhere besides Vermont. One person mentioned that no stress reduction
was necessary, which should be noted is different than there being nothing farmworkers
can do to reduce their stress, as reported in Table 13.
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Table 14
Farmworkers’ suggestions for future stress reduction
Stress reduction suggestions

Frequency

Have legal status/work permit
Be with family/have family here
Travel freely (around Vermont/between countries)
Have more/earn more money
Have more free time/rest time
More time with friends/socializing
Better job conditions
Access to education/ESL
Better living conditions
No more deportations
Less racism
Better health/healthcare
No stress reduction needed
More exercise/soccer
Religion/access to church
Be in another state

86
73
68
38
18
11
10
6
3
2
2
2
2
1
1
1

Total responsesa

324

a

Note. For the 173 surveys analyzed, some survey participants offered more than two responses for the twopart, open-ended question #55, and as such, all responses were combined for a total of 324 original
responses to the question of what might make the farmworkers’ lives less stressful.

Bivariate statistics between stress, stressors, and independent characteristics
The final goal of this thesis was to determine which factors related to the
characteristics and circumstances of Vermont’s Latino migrant farmworkers are most
correlated with elevated levels of overall stress or specific stressors. The bivariate
statistical tests reported on here will show which relationships between stress, stressors,
and independent factors are the most significant. A primary interest in the present study is
114

the occurrence of “caseness for stress,” along with identifying any independent variables
that might be correlated with the 36.5% of farmworkers exhibiting this caseness. The
information obtained from the VMFWS survey is plentiful, but using insight from
relevant academic research as well as research of the Vermont Latino migrant
farmworking population, specific independent variables from the survey data were
selected for testing against the dependent outcome of caseness for stress. Many of these
independent variables, which are presented in Tables 2, 3, and 4, are categorical in
nature, so crosstabs with Chi-Square tests for significance were performed. Given the
volume of data tested, only the variables that were found to have significant relationships
with caseness for stress in the sample population are presented in Table 15. The null
hypothesis, that there is no association between the independent categorical variables and
caseness for stress as determined by the MFWSI, was rejected for each of the variables
shown in Table 15.
Among the demographic characteristics that were treated as independent variables
in analysis and tested for associations with caseness for stress, two turned up significant
outcomes: nationality and marital status. When testing nationality (after removing the one
Brazilian outlier from the sample), the grouping of Guatemalans with no caseness for
stress had an expected value of only five people, so Fisher’s exact test was used. The
resulting level of significance was at the p = .001 level for a Chi-Square value of 12.615,
demonstrating a very significant association between nationality and caseness for stress.
Though a small sample, 73.7% of the Guatemalans surveyed displayed caseness for
stress, compared to 32.0% of Mexicans. Marital status also was found to have a
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significant association with stress with a Chi-Square value of 4.977 at the p < .05 level;
42.6% of married or partnered farmworkers had caseness for stress compared to only
25.7% of single people. For this crosstab, the five farmworkers who were either divorced
or separating were removed from the sample, and farmworkers who were married or
stated they were in a significant partnership were paired together against single
farmworkers. When solely married farmworkers were tested alongside a group comprised
of single and partnered farmworkers, i.e. “unmarried,” there was no significant
association with caseness for stress, nor was there when all groups of marital status were
tested without recoding.
Certain characteristics were also analyzed as independent variables and tested for
associations with caseness for stress, and two variables turned up significant Pearson ChiSquare values. The time of year farmworkers were surveyed – specifically whether the
survey took place during what are considered in this thesis to be warm or cold months –
was the first independent variable tested. November through April, on average
throughout the state, are cold-weather months where greater than one inch of snowfall is
expected. The months spanning May through October are expected to see little to no
snowfall and are thus considered to be relatively warm-weather months (Vermont.com,
2018). The resulting Pearson Chi-Square value of 10.206 was significant at the p < .001
level, indicating a significant association between the time of year when the farmworkers
were surveyed and caseness for stress. In Table 15 we can see that farmworkers surveyed
in the colder months (44.7%) were over twice as likely to exhibit caseness for stress than
those surveyed during warmer months (19.6%).
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Another study characteristic tested, with the null hypothesis that there would not
be an association with caseness for stress, was whether or not the farm where the
farmworker was employed is located in what is designated in this study as the “northern”
region of Vermont, i.e. within 50 miles of the U.S.-Canada border. The results show that
migrant dairy farmworkers in northern Vermont were more likely to exhibit caseness for
stress than their central and southern counterparts, significant at p = .003, so the null
hypothesis was rejected. Almost half (49.3%) of the farmworkers surveyed who were
located within 50 miles of the Canadian border exhibited caseness for stress, compared to
just over a quarter (26.7%) of those located farther south.
One study characteristic that did not have a statistically significant correlation
with caseness for stress, and is thus not shown in Table 15, is whether farmworkers were
surveyed at the Open Door Clinic or on the farms where they work. Of those surveyed
on-farm, 36.0% demonstrated caseness for stress, compared to 38.2% of the surveys done
at the Open Door Clinic and 36.5% of the entire survey population. The Pearson Chisquare value of this test was .057, with a 2-sided significance level of p = .811, far from
being below the required level of .05. While the overall ratio of caseness for stress was
higher for those surveyed on-site at the clinic than for those surveyed on their farms, it
was not significantly so.
Finally, whether people surveyed had contact with any of the organizations in
Vermont that might serve specific needs of a migrant farmworking population was also
tested for any associations with caseness for stress. Only farmworkers who had contact
with health clinics (not including the Open Door Clinic, which was its own question,
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given the large number of farmworkers surveyed at the clinic itself), had a significant
association with stress. Over half of those who had contact with health clinics (53.6%)
had caseness for stress, compared to 33.1% of farmworkers who never had contact with
health clinics (aside from the Open Door Clinic, potentially).
In addition to whether someone was surveyed on their farm or at the Open Door
Clinic, to evaluate other findings from the literature, a few other variables were tested
against caseness for stress but not found to have a statistically significant relationship
with this caseness at the p < .05 level. Internet use (at least once a day or less than a few
times a week), education level, having children/living with them, having been previously
injured, and having a DPC all had insignificant relationships with caseness for stress.
While farmworkers that were married/partnered were found to have a significantly higher
ratio of caseness for stress than single farmworkers, whether or not farmworkers lived
with their partner was not quite significantly related to incidence of caseness for stress,
with a p-value of .093. Despite this lack of significance, however, it is interesting to note
that 51.9% of farmworkers that were in partnerships but did not live with their partners
had caseness for stress, compared to the 33.3% of farmworkers who did live with their
partners and had caseness for stress. Whether or not a farmworker had any family
members living with them was almost significant at the p < .05 level, with a p-value of
.062; 42.4% of farmworkers that did not report having family living with them had
caseness for stress, compared to 28.6% with caseness for stress that had family living
with them.

118

Table 15
Significant relationships between categorical study variables and MFWSI caseness for
stress

Variable

Caseness:
(Exp.)
Actual

Actual
% of n

No
caseness:
(Exp.)
Actual

Actual
% of n

Weather when surveyed
Cold months
Warm months

Central/southern VT

44.7%
19.6%

(72.4)
63
(35.6)
45

55.3%
80.4%
8.889

(26.9)
36
(33.1)
24

49.3%
26.7%

(46.1)
37
(56.9)
66

Mexican

73.3%
12.615 .001**

(7.0)
14
(55.0)
48

73.7%
32.0%

(12.0)
5
(95.0)
102

26.3%
68.0%

Marital status
Married/partnered
Single

(33.2)
40
(24.8)
18

42.6%
25.7%

(60.8)
54
(45.2)
52

No contact

(10.2)
15
(51.8)
47

53.6%
33.1%

(17.8)
13
(90.2)
95

4.977

.026*

4.231

.040*

57.4%
74.3%

Contact with health
clinics (not Open Door
Clinic)
Yes contact

.003**

50.7%

Nationalityab
Guatemalan

Sig.

10.206 .001**
(41.6)
51
(20.4)
11

Farm location
Northern VT

Χ2

46.4%
66.9%

Note. 1“Exp.” is the expected number of responses for the variable interaction, and “Actual” is the observed
number of responses from the data. The percentages given are of the actual observed responses from each
response group out of the total responses for that variable.
2
The variable response with more farmworkers exhibiting caseness for stress is in bold.
a
In the original data, one respondent said they were from Brazil; this response was omitted here.
b
One cell in the table (percent of Guatemalans with no caseness for stress) had an expected frequency of
only five, so the 2-sided significance value reported here is from Fisher’s exact test.
* p < .05 and ** p < .01
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Select independent variables with interval data were tested against the MFWSI
stress scores on an interval scale, rather than against binary caseness for stress, which
allowed for the linear direction of the relationship to be seen in addition to its
significance. The independent variable data were not normally distributed, so Spearman
correlations were run. The results are given in Table 16, depicting the Spearman
correlation coefficients (designated by r) between the independent variables and MFWSI
stress. Of the seven independent variables tested, only hourly wages were found to have a
significant, negative correlation to migrant farmworker stress. Though this correlation
was significant at the p < .01 level, the value of r at -.209 is weak, indicating the
correlation between wages decreasing and stress increasing is weak, albeit significant.
There were no significant relationships between MFWSI scores and age, hours worked
per week, hours of sleep per day, or time spent in Vermont, the U.S., or the current farm.
Table 16
Correlations between interval variables and MFWSI stress scores
Variable tested against MFWSI

r

Sig.

n

Hourly wages

-.209

.007**

164

Age

.068

.386

166

Hours of work/week

.066

.395

169

Hours of sleep/day

.011

.884

170

Years in U.S.

.008

.922

169

Years in Vermont

.027

.723

169

Years on current farm

-.078

.317

168

Note. * p < .05 and ** p < .01
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The UVM-designed component of the survey asked a number of questions on the
same scale as the MFWSI, a few of which were similar in nature to those on the MFWSI
but used different wording that may have affected the response outcomes. In order to
determine if the differences in phrasing between the comparable questions from the two
components of the VMFWS survey were significant, paired t-tests were run, the results of
which are depicted in Table 17. For each pair of variables, there was a statistically
significant difference in their means at the p < .01 level. The stress item on the MFWSI
related to having to work long hours has a mean of 2.38 (one of the top-ten stressors from
the MFWSI for the Vermont sample), which is about 0.2 points higher than the mean of
the question from the UVM survey that asks how much stress a farmworker feels in
regard to the number of hours they work each week. The mean of 2.18 is the second
highest amongst the UVM questions assessing stress levels, but does not meet the level of
great stress previously defined in the literature as a mean > 2.5. The UVM question
differs from its counterpart in the MFWSI in that it does not presume that the farmworker
has to work long hours, and instead asks how stressed one is in relation to the volume of
hours worked, which could be smaller or larger than the farmworker wishes. For the
UVM question, this difference resulted in a statistically significant change in the mean
outcomes at the p = .01 level.
Amongst the UVM stress questions, the factor that seems to cause the most stress
for Vermont’s migrant dairy farmworkers is being concerned about getting injured on the
job, which got a mean score of 2.72. This is significantly greater, at the p < .001 level,
than the mean of 1.84 for being stressed about health problems due to the physical nature
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of farmwork, asked in the MFWSI. The MFWSI question does not specify injury as a
health problem to be concerned about, unlike the more pointed question from the UVM
addition to the survey, and the UVM question does not specifically cite the physicality of
farmwork as the source of potential injury. This is the only pair of questions tested where
the UVM survey garnered a higher stress score than the MFWSI question.
The MFWSI question asks farmworkers about having adequate medical care,
which received, on average, higher stress scores (mean=2.16) than the UVM question
about stress felt from accessing healthcare in Vermont (mean=1.69). The key difference
between the two questions is that the latter pinpoints accessing healthcare as a source of
stress, as opposed to the former, which asks about general concern with having good
enough quality healthcare, and the difference in outcomes to these questions is significant
at the p < .001 level. The other MFWSI question with a statistically significant, greater
mean stress score than its UVM counterpart was the item asking whether farmworkers
ever felt stressed about finding a job, while the UVM question asked about whether
farmworkers had ever been stressed about finding work since they arrived in Vermont.
The latter question targets a more recent timeframe for stress in finding work, limiting the
question to only a farmworker’s time in Vermont. For both the MFWSI question and
UVM question, however, the mean stress scores (1.98 for the former, 1.60 for the latter),
were not very high.
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Table 17
Paired t-tests between like MFWSI and UVM survey variables
MFWSI variable/
UVM variable

Mean

At times I have to work long hours

2.38

The number of hours I work each
week is...

2.18

I do not have adequate medical care

2.16

Accessing healthcare in Vermont
is…

1.69

Sometimes I have difficulty finding
a job

1.98

Since arriving in Vermont, at times
I have been concerned about not
finding work

1.60

Because of the physical nature of
farmwork, I have health problems

1.84

I am concerned about being injured
working on a dairy farm in the U.S.

2.72

Mean
Δ

SD

t

df

Sig.

.197

0.992

2.605

172

.010**

.468

1.519

4.053

172

.000**

.384

1.235

4.076

171

.000**

-.883

1.426

-8.098

170

.000**

Note. 1Stress scores for both MFWSI and UVM survey items were given by the following values:
4 = Extremely Stressful
3 = Moderately Stressful
2 = Somewhat Stressful
1 = Not At All Stressful
0 = Does Not Apply
**p < .01

Among the questions analyzed in Table 17, one is found amongst the top ten
high-scoring stressors from the MFWSI (working long hours) and one is the only UVMdesigned question that scored a mean above 2.5, thus marking it as a great stressor
(having been previously injured on the farm). Specific characteristics of migrant
farmworkers gleaned from the survey – the number of hours worked in a week and
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whether they’d been previously injured on the farm – that relate to those questions from
the VMFWS survey are tested for significant relationships in Table 18. Because hours
worked per week is interval but not normally distributed, and the stress questions related
to work hours are both on an ordinal scale, Spearman correlation coefficients and
significance levels are presented in the table. Whether farmworkers were previously
injured or not is a dichotomous variable, while the stress questions about having health
problems or being concerned with getting injured are ordinal, so the Wilcoxon-MannWhitney U test was run, and U values along with their significance level are presented in
the table.
The number of hours farmworkers report working in a given week has a
statistically significant, positive correlation with both stress reported for the MFWSI
question (r=.154, p=.043) about working long hours and with the UVM question about
the number of hours worked (r=.270, p=.000). As was shown in Table 17, the mean stress
score was significantly higher for the MFWSI stress question, but the more hours
farmworkers work has a slightly stronger and more significant correlation with the UVM
stress question, shown in Table 18. Whether a farmworker had been previously injured
on the job made a significant difference in its mean ranking in relationship to stress
assessed by the UVM question. For the MFWSI question of stress from health problems
due to farmwork, there was no statistical significance attached to the higher mean ranking
for farmworkers with previous injuries (U=2276.5, p=.152). For the UVM question of
stress from being concerned about getting injured on the job, however, there was
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significance at the p < .05 level for the higher mean ranking for farmworkers with
previous injuries (U=2043.5, p=.043).
Table 18
Significant relationships between similar MFWSI and UVM stress variables and injury or
work hours
Independent
variable

Hours
worked/week

MFWSI question

UVM question

At times I have to work long
hours

The number of hours I work
each week is...

r

n

Sig.

r

n

Sig.

.154

172

.043*

.270

172

.000**

Because of the physical
nature of farmwork, I have
health problems
Mean rank
(n)
Previously injured

U

Sig.

2276.5

.152

I am concerned about being
injured working on a dairy
farm in the U.S.
Mean rank
(n)

Yes

96.59 (40)

99.60 (39)

No

84.12 (133)

81.98 (132)

U

Sig.

2043.5

.043*

Note. * p < .05 and ** p < .01

Table 19 presents any significant correlations, using Spearman coefficients, for
the independent, interval study variables that were tested against the top seven stress
items from the MFWSI that had mean scores above 2.5. Only stress items from those top
seven that turned up significant correlations with study variables are represented in the
table, and only those correlation coefficients with significance at the p < .05 level are
125

shown, for ease of identification. The independent, interval variables of age, hourly
wages, number of hours worked per week, hours of sleep in a day, and how long a
farmworker had spent in the U.S., Vermont, and their current farm, were all tested.
The number of years farmworkers spent in Vermont had a positive correlation
with the stress levels farmworkers felt from being separated from family – i.e. the longer
someone spent living in Vermont, the more stressed they appear to be from being away
from their family, though the Spearman coefficient for this correlation is relatively weak.
Longer work hours reported by farmworkers appears to be correlated with greater stress
from finding it difficult to communicate in the English language, and though this
correlation is also relatively weak, it is very significant at the p < .01 level. Hourly wages
were found to be negatively correlated with both stress from difficulty communicating in
English and from migrating to the U.S. In both instances, this correlation is relatively
weak but very significant at the p < .01 level. The high-scoring stressors related to being
separated from friends, understanding people when they speak English, not having a
work permit, and worrying about deportation did not have any significant correlations
with the independent variables tested.
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Table 19
Significant correlations between MFWSI stressors with mean > 2.5 and interval
variables

It is difficult to be
away from family
Variable

I have difficulty
communicating in
the English
language

Migrating to this
country was
difficult

r

n

r

n

r

n

Years in VT
Hours
worked/week

.172*

172

--

--

--

--

--

--

.208**

172

--

--

Hourly wages

--

--

-.202**

167

-.199**

167

Note. * p < .05 and ** p < .01

The data in tables 20, 21, and 22 all present significant relationships found
between the mean ranks of dichotomous independent variables when tested against the
top seven highest scoring MFWSI stressors, using the Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney U test.
The results are divided amongst the three tables based on the type of stressor the MFWSI
stress items fall into. Difficulty communicating in English and understanding others when
they speak English are language barrier stressors, and are presented in Table 20. The
difficulty of being away from family members and friends are grouped as social isolation
stressors, and are shown in Table 21. Finally, stress from migration, worrying about
deportation, and not having a work permit all fall into the category of migration and legal
insecurity stress, as shown in Table 22.
Questions from the MFWSI that can be categorized as language barriers, as has
been done previously in the literature, are seen in Table 20 (Kim‐Godwin & Bechtel,
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2004). The independent, categorical variables that were predicted to potentially have a
relationship with language barrier stress, and thus tested against those stress items,
include where the farmworker was surveyed (either at the Open Door Clinic or on the
farm), migrant farmworkers’ education levels, previous injury, whether they have family,
a partner, or kids living with them on the farm, and whether they’d had contact with any
of the several organizations asked about in the survey. It was hypothesized that
connection to any of those organizations or having family on the farm would reduce
language barrier stressors, perhaps by improving the farmworkers’ language skills
through education or by providing social support that acted as a buffer against stress.
Greater levels of education were predicted to reduce language barrier stress through
presumed greater access to English language skills. Previous injury was thought to
potentially increase stress from language barriers, due to a perhaps increased recognition
of the usefulness of communication in English when dealing with something like a
sudden injury. Finally, it was predicted that people surveyed at the Open Door Clinic
might be more stressed from language-related stressors, as with any stress in general, due
to being at a health clinic in the first place.
Two variables were found to be statistically significant when tested against the
stress item “I have difficulty understanding other people when they speak English”:
those who had not had contact with the Vermont Migrant Education Program (U=2833.5,
p=.023) and those who did not report having contact with a church group (U=3048.5,
p=.029) were both found to be statistically more stressed by the difficulty of
understanding people speaking English than their counterparts. Neither of these factors,
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however, were found to be significantly related to the similar language barrier stressor of
communicating in English.
Only one of the categorical variables tested against the stress item “I have
difficulty communicating in the English language” was found to have a statistically
significant difference in the mean ranks between the two possible responses to the
variable: whether or not the farmworker had made contact with their consulate. This
question applies to both the Mexican consulate and Guatemalan, which are based out of
Boston and Providence, RI, respectively, but both have mobile consulates that come to
different towns in Vermont on a regular basis. Farmworkers who reported not having
ever visited their consulate had a higher mean rank, indicating they were significantly
more likely to be stressed by difficulty communicating in English (U=2420.0, p=.039).
There was not, however, any statistically significant difference between those who visited
their consulate and those who hadn’t and the stress related to difficulty understanding
other people speaking English.
There were no other statistically significant relationships calculated between
either of the two language barrier stressors or any of the other categorical variables that
were tested, including whether a farmworker was surveyed at the Open Door Clinic or on
the farm.
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Table 20
Significant relationships between study variables and language barrier stressors, using
Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney U test

Variable

I have difficulty
understanding other people
when they speak English
Mean ranks

Contact: VMEP

U

Sig.

2833.5

.023*

I have difficulty
communicating in the English
language
Mean ranks

Yes

80.48

--

No

97.57

--

Contact: church group

3048.5

.029*

Yes

78.79

--

No

94.75

--

Contact: consulate

--

--

Yes

--

82.36

No

--

99.08

U

Sig.

--

--

--

--

2420.0

.039*

a

Note. This does not include the Open Door Clinic, which was its own question.
* p < .05 and ** p < .01

Being away from friends and family members are contributing factors to stress
from social isolation, and were two of the top-scoring stress items from the MFWSI
given to farmworkers in Vermont (Hiott et al., 2008; Ramos et al., 2015). These social
isolation stressors were tested against select categorical variables from the VMFWS
survey, and significant differences in stress between the tested groups of farmworkers are
shown in Table 21. Independent variables tested against social isolation stressors
included the migrant farmworkers’ nationality, their farm location (whether in Northern
Vermont or not), whether they held a DPC, whether they’d had any contact with any of
the organizations or groups mentioned in the survey, their marital status or parental
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status, whether they had family of any kind living with them on the farm, whether they’d
been previously injured, the time of year they were surveyed (warm or cold months), and
whether they were surveyed on their farm or at the Open Door Clinic.
Guatemalan farmworkers were significantly more likely to be stressed by being
away from friends than Mexican farmworkers, according to the data (U=1051.0, p=.045).
Farmworkers on farms located in northern Vermont, defined here as anywhere within 50
miles of the U.S.-Canada border, were also significantly more stressed by being away
from friends than farmworkers farther from the border (U=2793.5, p=.048). Neither
nationality nor where the farmworker was located in Vermont had a significant difference
between mean ranks for stress from being away from family. Finally, if a farmworker
reported having been injured on a farm, they were found to be significantly more likely to
be stressed by their separation from friends than those not previously injured (U=1997.5,
p=.016), and at an even greater significant level, more likely to be stressed by their
separation from family members than those not injured (U=1862.0, p=.002).
Five factors had significance between response groups in relation to stress from
being away from family, but not in relation to stress from being away from friends. Those
farmworkers surveyed in Vermont’s cold months from November through April were
significantly more stressed about being away from family than those surveyed in the
warmer months (U=2411.0, p=.002). Those farmworkers who reported being Driver’s
Privilege Card carriers were also significantly more stressed by being away from family
members than those who did not have the card (U=822.5, p=.031). If farmworkers
reported having made contact with the Vermont Migrant Education Program or a church
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group, they were less likely to be stressed by being away from family members than
those who had not had contact with VMEP (U=2736.0, p=.001) or church groups
(U=3026.0, p=.018). Conversely, if a farmworker reported having contact with the Open
Door Clinic, it was more likely –significantly so, at the p < .01 level – that they’d report
feeling stress from being away from family members than those who had not been in
contact with the clinic (U=2312.5, p=.000). Farmworkers that were surveyed at the Open
Door Clinic were also more likely at the p < .01 level to report stress from being away
from family members (U=1608.0, p=.002), when compared to those surveyed on the
farms. However, there was no significant difference in the mean ranks between
farmworkers surveyed at the Open Door Clinic and those surveyed on the farms, when it
came to the stress item of being away from friends. There were also no significant
relationships between the social isolation stressors of being away from family or being
away from friends for any of the other independent variables tested.
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Table 21
Significant relationships between study variables and social isolation stressors, using
Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney U test
It is difficult to be away from
friends

Variable

Mean
ranks
Nationality

U

Sig.

1051.0

.045*

It is difficult to be away from
family members
Mean
ranks

Mexican

83.41

--

Guatemalan

106.68

--

Vermont farm region

2793.5

.048*

Northern VT

90.75

--

Central or southern VT

76.54

--

Previously injured

1997.5

.016*

Yes

102.56

106.95

No

81.63

81.00

Survey season

--

--

Warm weather

--

71.55

Cold weather

--

94.39

Have a DPC

a

--

--

Yes

--

66.87

No

--

52.68

Survey site

--

--

Open Door Clinic

--

109.21

On farm

--

81.57

Contact: Open Door Clinic
Yes
No
Contact: VMEP

--

--

--

105.37

--

76.22

b

--

--

Yes

--

79.57

No

--

99.05

Contact: church group

--

--

Yes

--

78.52

No

--

95.00

Note. aDPC = Drivers Privilege Card.
b
VMEP = Vermont Migrant Education Program.
* p < .05 and ** p < .01
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U

Sig.

--

--

--

--

1862.0

.002**

2411.0

.002**

822.5

.031*

1608.0

.002**

2312.5

.000**

2736.0

.007**

3026.0

.018*

Three items tapped by the MFWSI relate directly to stress about undocumented
status, i.e. legality or migration issue stressors: “I worry about not having a permit to
work in this country,” “I worry about being deported,” and “Migrating to this country
was difficult” (Hiott et al., 2008; Ramos et al., 2015). Independent variables tested
against these stressors included farm location, nationality, marital status, parental status,
having any family members live on the farm, the likelihood of calling the cops if one was
a victim of a crime, any previous injury on the farm, holding a DPC, contact with any
Vermont organizations, or where the farmworker was surveyed. “Migrating to this
country was difficult” was a stress item that did not have any significant relationships
with any of those independent variables, but any significant relationships between the
tested variables and the other two stress items are shown in Table 22.
If a farmworker reported having a significant other, whether a spouse or
unmarried partner, they were significantly more likely to be stressed by the worry of
getting deported than the single farmworkers (U=2762.5, p=.018). If a farmworker had
family living with them on the farm (which might include spouses, siblings, children,
etc.), this proved to be a significant factor in reducing stress from the threat of
deportation; farmworkers with no family living with them were more stressed by this
item (U=2958.5, p=.012). Neither of these factors seemed to have a significant impact
when it came to being stressed about not having a work permit. If a farmworker reported
having contact with a church group, however, they were significantly less stressed by
both deportation (U=2820.0, p=.001) and not having a work permit (U=3083.0, p=.026)
than those who did not report having contact with a church group.
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Farmworkers that had contact with a student group (U=831.5, p=.035), e.g. Juntos
at Middlebury College, or the Open Door Clinic (U=2697.0, p=.005), had a significantly
higher likelihood of being stressed by not having a work permit than those with no
contact. Contact with these organizations did not seem to matter at a significance level of
p <.05 for determining stress about the possibility of being deported. Finally,
farmworkers surveyed at the Open Door Clinic were more likely to be stressed by not
having a work permit than those surveyed on farms – this follows the pattern of those
who reported contact with the Open Door Clinic. There were no significant relationships
between the migration and legal insecurity stressors and any of the other factors tested.
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Table 22
Significant relationships between study variables and immigration and legal insecurity
stressors, using Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney U test
Variable

I worry about being deported

I worry about not having a
permit to work in this country

Mean ranks

Mean ranks

Partner status

U

Sig.

2762.5

.018*

Single

74.96

--

Partnered

90.52

--

Family on farm
Yes
No
Contact: church
group
Yes
No

2958.5
77.43

--

94.03

-2820.0

No
Contact: Open Door
Clinic
Yes
No

.001**

76.07

79.20

97.31

94.36

Contact: student
group
Yes

.012*

--

--

--

109.57

--

84.30
--

---

--

U

Sig.

--

--

--

--

3083.0

.026*

831.5

.035*

2697.0 .005**
99.36
79.74

Survey site

1821.0

Open Door Clinic

102.94

On farm

83.10

Note. The highest mean rank for each variable is in bold.
* p < .05 and ** p < .01

136

.020*

DISCUSSION
Measuring a complex psychological construct such as stress is as challenging as it
is important, and researchers continue to develop new methods for identifying stressors
and the effects of great stress for diverse groups of people. The Migrant Farmworker
Stress Inventory is one such tool that has proven useful for assessing the types and
severities of different stressors for groups of migrant farmworkers across the United
States, and this thesis has further demonstrated its usefulness for the unique population of
Latino migrant dairy farmworkers in Vermont by utilizing it as a component of the
VMFWS survey. Primary goals of this thesis research were to use the MFWSI instrument
to measure average stress levels and pinpoint which stress items ranked highest for the
farmworkers surveyed, as well as to identify the percentage of Vermont Latino migrant
farmworkers that exhibited caseness for stress, which has previously been shown to
elevate risks of mental and physical health problems. Once these outcomes were
achieved, the findings were analyzed alongside characteristics of the farmworker sample
obtained from the VMFWS survey in order to identify which factors were most
significant for gauging potential stress risks, along with determining how Vermont’s
Latino migrant dairy farmworkers stack up against other migrant and seasonal
farmworkers in the U.S. in relation to stress.
One goal of this thesis was to describe the Latino migrant dairy farmworking
population that adds to the sparse information currently in existence. This was
accomplished by collecting and analyzing demographic data collected from the sample of
173 farmworkers scattered throughout the remote regions of Vermont. Similar to a
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previous research study of migrant farmworkers on Vermont dairies, the sample surveyed
in this thesis were predominately males in their mid-late 20s, were largely uneducated,
were of Mexican origin from the country’s southern states, save for the 11% from
Guatemala and a handful of people from different parts of Mexico, and about half the
farmworkers were either married or in a significant relationship with their partner (Baker
& Chappelle, 2012). The current sample of farmworkers, however, reported living in the
U.S. for a much longer period of time than in the previous study – just over five years
compared to two, more people reported living with their partners (37% compared to
18%), and fewer farmworkers claimed to have children (about 55% compared to 71%).
Understanding the demographic characteristics of this sample of migrant farmworkers
provides an essential baseline for understanding how and why certain stress factors might
be most significant for them, and what strategies might be most useful for reducing that
stress.
Surveys were given to workers on farms in every county of Vermont,
proportionate to various estimates of the number of undocumented migrant farmworkers
in each county. Exact counts for the number of migrant farmworkers in Vermont – or in
the U.S. for that matter – are unknown, given the tenuousness of their legal status in the
country. Having a general idea of where farmworkers work and live in the state of
Vermont, however, is crucial to understanding what sorts of stressors they might be
facing on a daily basis. The distribution of farmworker surveys in this thesis
approximates the number of farms by county with hired migrant farm laborers according
to the most recent census data from the USDA, where Addison County had the most
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farmworkers surveyed, followed by Franklin, then Washington, and then all other
counties (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2014b). One of the most significant features of
these counties and the large numbers of farmworkers reported there is their proximity to
the U.S.-Canada border, where federal immigration officials have jurisdiction over state
police. They have authority within the 100-mile range of the border, but patrol more
heavily the closer to the border; Addison County lies within that 100-mile range, and the
counties of Franklin and Orleans are each within 50 miles of the border. For farmworkers
living within 50 miles of the border that had concerns about their legal status and felt
their risks of being detained were even greater, the degree of stress for farmworkers in
that region of Vermont was significant, according to the data.
Overall, the sample of farmworkers in this study had a mean stress score of 74.55,
which was the fifth highest average score when comparing the Vermont sample of
farmworkers to those in 12 other research studies that utilized the MFWSI. Results from
the MFWSI also indicated that the most stressful items for Vermont’s migrant
farmworkers could be classified as stress resulting from social isolation (being away from
family and friends), language barriers (speaking and understanding English), and
migration and legal insecurity (migration difficulty, not having a work permit, and
concern for deportation). The seven items that were ranked the most stressful for the
Vermont sample, with means > 2.5, were found to be common to several other studies
that published the average stress scores for individual items from the MFWSI, and all the
top ten high-scoring stress items in the present study had a mean of > 2.5 in at least one
other published study.
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Many of these studies tested the MFWSI against populations that differed from
the population of Latino migrant farmworkers in Vermont: some studied migrant and
seasonal farmworkers, some surveyed workers with H-2A visas, some included second or
third generation immigrants in their research along with foreign-born workers, and some
samples surveyed a large percentage of female farmworkers (and in one case, only
females). Despite these differences in population characteristics, being separated from
family was a top-ranked stressor for all five of the studies in addition to the present study.
Having difficulty communicating in English was common for this study and four others,
and stress from not having a work permit and not being able to understand people
speaking English were common to three other studies besides this one. These
commonalities indicate that being separated from family, language barriers, and legal
insecurity are all significant sources of stress that are felt by diverse groups of
farmworkers across the country, including the Latino migrant farmworkers in Vermont.
Interestingly, stress items related to housing conditions and environment, access
to healthcare, low wages and poverty, labor conditions, and relationships and parenting
were not among top stressors scoring a mean greater than 2.5. This could imply a number
of things, for example that on the whole, Vermont’s migrant farmworkers are less
concerned, relative to other stressors, with their housing quality or conditions or that their
housing is adequate and therefore not a major stressor. Additionally, concern for other
people’s use of alcohol and drugs, while discussed in the literature as a great potential
stressor, appears not to be a strong stressor for the present sample of migrant
farmworkers. While stress items related to low wages and poverty were not high scoring
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on the MFWSI, farmworkers with lower wages retained higher overall stress scores and
greater stress related to language barrier and legal insecurity stressors. The stressors
related to relationships and parenting were lower ranked in the MFWSI for the Vermont
farmworkers, which could reflect the fact that just over 40% of the farmworkers reported
being single and about 45% said they did not have children. Stress from being away from
family and friends – stressors that could as easily placed under the umbrella of
relationships and parenting as they were under social isolation – were still two of the top
stressors. Finally, stress from labor conditions and safety concerns like working long
hours or in bad weather did not get mean scores greater than 2.5, but they were still
amongst the top ten highest scoring stress items for Vermont’s Latino migrant
farmworkers.
A few demographic and migrant farmworker lifestyle characteristics stood out in
the data as having statistically significant relationships with elevated stress levels,
whether measured through mean MFWSI scores, caseness for stress, or scores on
individual stress items. As previously mentioned, those living in closer proximity (within
50 miles) to the U.S.-Canada border were more likely to have caseness for stress, and had
significantly greater stress due to being away from friends, a factor in social isolation.
Also as predicted, farmworkers surveyed between November and April, when the
weather in Vermont is significantly colder, snowier, and the days are shorter and darker,
were significantly more likely to qualify for caseness for stress. In addition to the
potential effects of Seasonal Affective Disorder that disproportionately affect those in
more northern climates like Vermont, the physical labor of dairy work may be harshened
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by bad weather conditions (Rosen et al., 1990). In fact, working in bad weather
conditions was the ninth-highest scoring stress item from the MFWSI reported by the
Vermont farmworkers. Farmworkers surveyed during the cold weather months were also
more likely to report higher degrees of stress in response to the MFWSI question of being
separated from family. It is possible that the social isolation stress felt from not being
with family is exacerbated during the harsher winter months.
Three other factors contributing to the likelihood of caseness for stress were if the
farmworker was Guatemalan, if they were married or had a significant partner, or if
they’d had contact at some point with a health clinic (aside from the Open Door Clinic).
For the first, the smaller percentage of Guatemalans on dairy farms in Vermont as
compared to the larger Mexican population might contribute to their social isolation and
subsequent stress. Two of the 19 Guatemalans surveyed reported an indigenous language
as their primary one instead of Spanish, and this element could further exacerbate stress
from language barriers. Guatemalans were also significantly more likely to feel great
stress from being away from friends than Mexican farmworkers. This supports the idea
that the community of Mexican migrants in Vermont is more substantial than that of
Guatemalans, albeit small compared to the social networks available in states with much
greater densities of Mexicans.
It is perhaps surprising that the farmworkers with partners would exhibit more
stress than single farmworkers – 42.6% of people with a “significant other” had caseness
for stress compared to 25.7% of single people. This goes against the hypothesis of social
support as providing a buffer against stress, but the assumption here is that the
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partnership is a source of quality social support. Given the various strains on
farmworkers, a relationship might complicate and broaden the stress and pressures that
farmworkers are already feeling. Furthermore, this statistic does not consider whether the
partners of the farmworkers are currently living with them on the farm or not – the
absence of a partner could be an additional source of stress. Being in a couple was also
found to be a significant factor in greater levels of stress due to the stressor “I worry
about being deported.” In addition to the factors already discussed, this correlation spurs
the idea that for someone with a close personal connection with someone in the U.S., like
a spouse or a partner, the threat of deportation becomes more severe if it would mean a
separation from that person, potentially affecting overall stress levels, as well. Not having
any family members live on the farm was also significantly linked to a greater likelihood
of being stressed over fear of deportation. Contrary to the previous theory of being more
stressed about the thought of losing a close relationship if deported from the U.S., this
relationship between stress and family indicates that having close ties around, like family,
can mitigate stress.
Contact with health clinics, aside from the Open Door Clinic, also proved to be a
significant factor in determining caseness for stress. In this case, however, a causal
relationship cannot be determined. Though tested as an independent variable in the
analysis, it is very possible that farmworkers with poor mental or physical health, often
linked with elevated stress, are more likely to visit a health clinic at some point.
Similarly, having contact with the Open Door Clinic does not have a significant
correlation with overall stress, but it does with two of the top stressors from the MFWSI:
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finding it difficult to be away from family members and not having a work permit.
Farmworkers with greater stress for any reason – particularly those residing in Addison
County - might be more likely to visit the Open Door Clinic to seek health services.
However, there was no statistically significant correlation between those surveyed at the
Open Door Clinic versus on farms for caseness for stress, nor for most of the top scoring
stressors from the MFWSI. Unsurprisingly, the same significant relationships were found
between those who were surveyed at the Open Door Clinic and those who reported
having contact with the clinic and two of the high scoring stress items – being away from
family and not having a work permit.
The only interval variable with a significant correlation with the mean MFWSI
scores was hourly wages: as wages increased, overall stress levels decreased. There was
also a significant inverse relationship discovered between wages and the stress items
related to having difficulty communicating in English and in migrating to the U.S.
Almost a quarter (23.4%) of farmworkers reported receiving hourly wages that fall below
the federal minimum wage of $7.25 an hour, though it should be recalled that farms with
fewer than 500-man days in a calendar quarter are not mandated to subscribe to this
minimum wage (Vermont Agency of Agriculture, 2015). Labor protections for
farmworkers across the United States are generally weaker than for other professions,
regardless of immigrant status; farmworkers are not guaranteed overtime pay or a day off,
collective bargaining rights, or disability coverage (Keller et al., 2016). Vermont, unlike
its dairy-producing and more populated neighbor New York, also excludes farmworkers
from statewide minimum wage laws (Keller et al., 2016). Latino migrant farmworkers
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may also be less likely to increase their level of income or improve their work conditions,
in part due to their relatively low levels of education, limited English language skills, and
fewer rights granted to them as non-citizens. It is relevant to mention here that the more
hours migrant farmworkers worked, the greater the stress they reported feeling from
having difficulty communicating in English. This could indicate a relationship between
more strenuous work conditions (longer hours) and frustration with limited
communication skills.
Another relationship worth discussing is that between those who reported having
been previously injured on farms and the level of stress over concern for being injured
working on a dairy farm in the U.S. This stress item was an addition to the overall survey
created by the UVM research team, thanks to foreknowledge of the number of injuries
often incurred working on Vermont dairies. The statistical relationship in Table 18 shows
that someone who’d been injured is more likely to be stressed thinking about the risk of
injury, and it is notable that this stress item from the UVM component of the VMFWS
survey got a mean score of 2.72, comparable to the top 7 stressors from the MFWSI.
However, there was not a strong correlation between incidence of injury and the MFWSI
stress item asking about health problems due to the physical nature of farmwork.
Farmworkers who had been injured, though, were significantly more likely than those
who were not to report great stress due to being away from family members and friends.
Social isolation stress might be felt more poignantly by those who suffered an injury at
some point, an occasion in which having social support can be very beneficial.
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In addition to the quantitative stress variables and characteristics analyzed, I
compiled the farmworkers’ responses to two open-ended questions about strategies for
stress reduction. Farmworkers reported their suggestions for how stress could be
minimized for them and the general farmworker population, and also how they currently
work to reduce their stress levels; the response categories were explored in detail in the
results section of this thesis. A few items, however, stand out as being relevant in the
context of the significant stressors affecting the sample of migrant farmworkers surveyed.
Keeping one’s mind busy/entertained was the most popular choice of coping mechanism,
though this could be considered a type of avoidance-based coping that may correlate with
longer-term negative health effects (Farley et al., 2005). The second most common thing
farmworkers said they do to reduce stress was to socialize with friends and family, which
could be viewed as a type of positive social/instrumental support. Given the significance
of not being with friends and family in Vermont in relation to elevated stress levels, it is
worth noting that almost 60 farmworkers said socializing with friends and family was
their primary method of reducing stress. This further supports the concept of building and
sustaining quality social support networks for mitigating the detrimental affects of stress.
For the question of how stress could be reduced in the future, the greatest
frequency of responses were grouped into the category “have legal status/work permits,”
and the third most frequently reported was being able to “travel freely” both around
Vermont and between the farmworkers’ home country and the U.S. Three of the top
scoring items from the MFWSI tap into stress from migration and legal insecurity, so it is
reasonable that so many responses from farmworkers would suggest that that having legal
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status to work in the U.S. and being able to travel without fear of deportation would
reduce their stress. The second highest reported response was that being with family or
having family on the farm with them would greatly reduce farmworker stress, which also
relates back to the high-ranking stress item of being separated from family. The fourthhighest ranking suggestion is that having more money/earning more would reduce stress,
which connects back to the relationship between low wages and great stress. A little bit
lower down on the list is the suggestion of more access to education or ESL training,
which would serve to reduce the language barriers that are a great source of stress for
Vermont’s Latino migrant dairy farmworkers.
Recommendations
The primary findings of this thesis, driven by the research questions outlined in
the introduction, can be used to identify appropriate methods for reducing stress and
subsequently improving the mental health of Vermont’s Latino migrant farmworkers. My
recommendations take into consideration first and foremost the overall level of stress for
this population, found to be greater than the average stress found among other migrant
farmworker populations around the U.S. where the MFWSI was administered. Secondly,
the results of the VMFWS survey can be used to guide policies and actions that target the
most significant sources of stress for Vermont’s Latino migrant farmworkers. The factors
found to have significant relationships with elevated stress or stressors can also be used to
identify what might be the most effective solutions for reducing that stress. Last but not
least, the ideas for stress reduction provided by the migrant farmworkers themselves, in
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the VMFWS survey, should be used to shape ideas for things that might have the greatest
impact for this population.
Better mental health services and increased healthcare access
One of the most substantial takeaways from the results of the VMFWS survey
was the relatively large percentage of farmworkers in Vermont with caseness for stress –
greater than more than half the populations researched in other studies that utilized the
MFWSI. Research on stress has been clear about the potential influence it can have on
worsening health outcomes, pointing to a need for adequate mental health services to help
mitigate the negative effects it could have on Vermont’s migrant farmworking
population. Unfortunately, mental health resources in Vermont may be limited; there are
11 FQHCs along with 66 service delivery sites, and yet there are 32 designated Health
Professional Shortage Areas (HPSA), leaving about 44% of the population’s needs for
local primary care physicians unmet (including immigrants and U.S. citizens, alike, that
use these clinics), according to research reported by the Kaiser Family Foundation
(Vermont Health Center Fact Sheet, 2018). There are no migrant health centers in
Vermont, although there are several clinics, such as the Open Door Clinic, that have
specialized services that can aid Latino migrant farmworkers. It should also be noted that
Vermont is one of only 14 states plus the District of Columbia (including Texas, which
only offers sign language services), that provides reimbursement to health care providers
for language interpreters working with patients through Medicaid and CHIP (Youdelman,
2017).
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In Vermont, existing clinics like NOTCH and the Open Door Clinic should be
enabled to expand and improve the services they offer to the population of uninsured,
Spanish-speaking farmworkers on local dairies. As research about the specific health
needs of Vermont’s dairy farmworkers expands, this knowledge could be used to mold
more advanced screening tools, resources for care, and training of healthcare workers, to
better suit the farmworkers’ health needs. In addition to expanding the number of rural
health clinics, for example, clinics could augment their culturally and linguistically
appropriate knowledge and resources to more effectively treat their Latino farmworker
patients. Furthermore, the locations of farmworkers that are at the greatest risk for
elevated stress – i.e. those in the Northern region of Vermont closer to the border – and
an understanding that stress is heightened in the colder months of the year are just two
factors gleaned from the VMFWS survey that should be considered in any efforts to
improve the effectiveness of health services for migrant farmworkers in Vermont.
Given the strong ties between stress and mental health and concerns about legal
status, it would be beneficial for health centers to collaborate with organizations that
provide legal assistance to farmworkers (Ramos et al., 2016). This partnership would also
improve healthcare workers’ understanding of regional and state workers’ compensation
laws, enabling health workers to offer resources for farmworkers receiving care for onthe-job injuries (Ramos et al., 2016). Similarly, health centers that help provide access to
transportation and/or English language training would both improve the likelihood of
farmworkers seeking care if they needed it, and would reduce some of their sources of
stress in the first place.
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One organization worth noting is Puentes de la Salud, or “Bridges to Health,” a
program of the University of Vermont Extension. Puentes de la Salud engages directly
with farms in several counties in Vermont and helps Latino farmworkers and their
families access local health services. The organization helps Spanish-speaking
farmworkers with everything from determining which health services they’re eligible for,
making appointments at appropriate health clinics or facilities, providing transportation to
and from these appointments, and offering translation services. Puentes has identified and
is and working to reduce the many barriers to healthcare faced by migrant farmworkers,
such as “cultural and linguistic isolation, lack of transportation, lack of knowledge of
where to go for care, documentation status, and lack of health insurance” (Rural Health
and Information Hub, 2016). Finding ways to support organizations like Puentes de la
Salud and any others with similar functions should be a priority for improving healthcare
access and quality for Vermont’s Latino migrant dairy farmworkers.
Expanded ESL resources
Understanding and communicating in English were two factors related to
language difficulties that were ranked as some of the most stressful components of the
migrant farmworking experience in Vermont; 61.2% and 52.0% of Vermont’s surveyed
farmworkers, respectively, found these stressors to be moderately or extremely stressful.
The ability to speak English could make all manner of daily activity in Vermont less
stressful for farmworkers, from communicating with their employer about tasks, safety
precautions, and their rights as an employee, to building relationships with local
Vermonters that could enhance social support, to accessing healthcare and other social
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services, all of which would help mitigate the stress from other factors reviewed in the
results of the VFMWS survey. A logical solution to the problem of stress due to
struggling with language and communication is to improve access to ESL training and
increase the resources and funding available for ESL educational services. Though it was
not one of the most commonly mentioned suggestions for reducing stress, six of the
farmworkers surveyed made a point of mentioning that access to education/ESL would be
one of the most powerful tools they could have for reducing their stress.
An example of an organization that provides education and ESL training to a
segment of foreign-born Latinos in Vermont is the Vermont Migrant Education Program
(VMEP). Run by the Vermont Agency of Education along with the University of
Vermont Extension, VMEP is part of the federally funded Migrant Education Program
that began decades ago, and works to increase the opportunities for immigrant children
through education (Vermont Agency of Education, 2015). VMEP works primarily with
children of temporary or seasonal agricultural workers in Vermont and provides them
with literacy and other educational support. Despite focusing its services on youth, almost
62% of farmworkers surveyed said they’d had contact with VMEP, and having made
contact with VMEP was found to be significantly associated with feeling less stress from
trying to understanding people speaking English. Those positively affected by contact
with VMEP could have potentially used their services before they became 18, or could
have children that receive ESL training from VMEP. Contact with a church group or with
the consulate were also related to significantly less language-related stress, so it could
also be that the social support gleaned from contact with these organizations helped
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mitigate farmworkers’ stress. Support for VMEP should be increased in order to sustain
the services they provide to the children of Latino migrant farmworkers, but ideally the
literacy and educational support that they and other organizations like them provide
should be extended to the wider body of migrant farmworkers in the state.
Improved labor conditions
Though the stress items related to working long hours and in bad weather did not
score above 2.5, on average, they were still among the top-ten highest scoring stress
items from the MFWSI; 47.4% of farmworkers surveyed found working long hours to be
moderately or extremely stressful, and 43.9% found working in bad weather at least
moderately or extremely stressful. Furthermore, the tests for correlation between interval
variables and top-ranked stressors showed that there were significant relationships
between longer hours worked and greater stress from communicating in English, and
lower wages and greater stress from both communicating in English and difficulty in
migrating to the U.S. In general, lower wages were significantly correlated with greater
overall stress determined by the MFWSI. Suffering an injury on the farm was
significantly related to greater stress from the two language barrier factors, both which
contributed greatly to the overall stress felt by Vermont’s Latino migrant farmworkers. In
regards to the farmworkers’ suggestions for stress reduction, similar to what would be
expected, earning more money, having more free time, and better job conditions were all
frequently reported factors – 66 responses in total. All these factors taken together point
to the need for improving labor conditions for farmworkers in a variety of ways:
increasing wages, reducing work hours (if desired), improving safety practices and
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training to prevent injury, and ensuring farmworkers are well-equipped to work safely
and comfortably in bad weather conditions (which could help mitigate the greater levels
of stress reported during the colder months that the VMFWS surveys were taken).
Suggestions for implementation of these practices, however, are beyond the scope of this
thesis, and may be quite challenging.
An important strategy for improving the overall mental health of Latino migrant
farmworkers in places like Vermont is strengthening preventative care measures. In
addition to fortifying the health facilities in farming regions, the farms themselves should
improve their work safety training and education regiments for farmworkers, and ensure
educational materials are available in Spanish (Ramos et al., 2016). Strategies such as this
would reduce workplace injuries, thereby reducing a source of stress and a potential leadin to depressive symptoms and other health risks. Other actions farm employers can take
to reduce potential stressors for their employees include paying their workers higher
wages (though for farms with minimal profit margins, this may be challenging until
financial situations for these farms are improved), securing adequate housing in a clean
and safe environment, learning Spanish and/or enabling farmworkers to learn English to
improve overall communication, providing access to secure transportation to healthcare
facilities or elsewhere, assisting in farmworkers’ ability to communicate with friends and
family in their home country via high-speed Internet access, and allowing time for and
access to social interactions with other Latino migrants in the area.
The Milk with Dignity campaign, a collaborative effort from Ben and Jerry’s and
the local advocacy group Migrant Justice first initiated in 2014, is an example of a public
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endeavor to improve the working conditions of Latino migrant farmworkers on Vermont
dairies (Migrant Justice, 2018). The campaign has worked to instill a “Code of Conduct”
that corporations (e.g. Ben and Jerry’s) purchasing dairy products must adhere to (Keller
et al., 2016; Migrant Justice, 2018). This campaign aims to ensure that milk is only
purchased from suppliers that compensate their farmworkers fairly, including workers
compensation and paid sick days, and provide them with adequate housing, safety
training and workers’ rights education. The Milk with Dignity campaign and any similar
efforts, small or large, could be expanded if they’re found to be beneficial and
sustainable, for farmworkers and farm employers alike, in helping migrant farmworkers
in Vermont work more safely, comfortably, and for higher wages and benefits.
State and federal policy changes
Despite the continuing labor trends to employ undocumented, Latino farm
laborers in agricultural industries across the country, including dairy in Vermont, there
are continued political proposals for immigration reform, interest in increased U.S.Mexico border security, and propositions that directly affect hiring undocumented
migrants for farm work. These political changes could have the effect of reducing the
immigrant farm labor supply across the country. Two of the most significant sources of
stress reported by foreign-born dairy farmworkers in Vermont were lack of legal status
and permission to work in the state. There is the potential for state and local governments
to continue to support the migrant farmworking population in regards to these stressors
through policies like the Driver’s Privilege Card or the Fair and Impartial Policing Policy.
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While the DPC was not found to be a significant factor in minimizing overall
stress (and, in fact, it was linked to a greater likelihood of stress from the difficulty of
being away from family members), it is only utilized by 15% of the farmworkers
surveyed in this thesis project. The risks of being out in public and within range of
federal immigration officials – especially those closer to the border – may be too great for
many farmworkers, despite having access to legally drive a vehicle with the DPC. More
consistent implementation of the Fair and Impartial Policing model throughout the state,
in conjunction with the DPC, could create a more safe and risk-free environment for
Latino migrant farmworkers that wish to leave their farms. The ability to travel freely
without the threat of detainment, which is subsequently connected with one’s ability to
build a more robust social support network, was one of the top reported suggestions from
farmworkers on how their stress could be reduced.
Continued research
Many policies affecting Latino migrant farmworkers, such as the Fair and
Impartial Policing policy, the Driver’s Privilege Card, Senate Bill 79, and Milk with
Dignity-type campaigns at the state level, or the increased border security and detainment
and deportation efforts conducted at the national level, only just went into effect over the
past few years. The outcomes of these policies and whether they serve to reduce or
enhance the stress experienced by farmworkers may not yet be fully reflected in the
findings seen in the present research study or as reported by other researchers cited in this
paper. Continued research is needed to identify how these policies might be influencing
the mental well-being of farm working populations in this state and others, both now and
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going forward. A follow up study to this one that re-assesses stress levels for foreignborn farmworkers in Vermont after Trump’s inauguration into political office could
broaden our understanding of the effects that targeted federal policies might have on the
individuals affected by them.
Limitations
This thesis research utilized purposive and convenience sampling to amass its
survey participants, which is known to introduce bias into a sample. Undocumented
farmworkers, however, have to maintain distance from the public eye for fear of
detainment or deportation, a factor made even more significant, as previously discussed,
in areas of Vermont closer to the Canadian border. Because of this, exact statistics on the
number of migrant farmworkers and their locations around the state are unknown, and
estimates using purposive sampling were necessary to characterize this population, which
may limit its generalizability.
Another limitation that has already been touched upon in part in the methodology
section of this thesis is that a number of surveys were collected at the Open Door Clinic,
rather than on farms. As was seen in the data, there are some significant correlations
between surveys conducted at the Open Door Clinic and elevated levels of specific
stressors. However, the overall stressors from the MFWSI that seemed to be the most
impactful, based on ranked scores, for the migrant farmworkers do not seem to have been
affected by the surveys taken at the Open Door Clinic, as seen in the table in Appendix B
comparing the mean scores for all farmworkers and just those surveyed on farms. Though
there was no statistically significant relationship defined for surveys conducted at the
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Open Door Clinic and overall elevated stress levels, this does not preclude the possibility
that stress results were skewed to some degree by the surveys administered in the clinic.
Another potential limitation of this thesis research pertains to the interpretation of
survey data. Individual stress items from the MFWSI were evaluated on a Likert scale
and are considered ordinal data ranking farmworker stress from 0, not applicable, to 4,
extreme stress. The scores from each item were then summed, and final scores were
analyzed as continuous, interval data. This practice was used in this thesis research
following methods used by other published researchers utilizing the MFWSI for migrant
farmworkers. While this enables the results from my research to be compared to others’
studies, there is not consensus among quantitative researchers on whether the conditions
required for tests using continuous variables are met by ordinal scales.
CONCLUSION
Using results from the MFWSI along with the abundance of data amassed in the
2015-2016 Vermont Migrant Dairy Farmworkers Stress Survey, this thesis explored the
potential sources of stress for Vermont’s Latino migrant dairy farmworkers, which are
many, along with identifying some of the most significant contributing factors to this
stress. From this information, it was possible to compare the stress circumstances of the
Vermont migrant dairy farmworking population to other groups of migrant farmworkers
in the U.S., which could in turn be used to help identify successful methods for reducing
stress that might be effective with Vermont’s dairy workers. A qualitative, content
analysis was conducted on how the farmworkers reported working to mitigate their stress,
along with their opinions on how stress could be reduced for the greater migrant
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farmworking population, the results of which could be used to support further research on
effective stress coping strategies and policy suggestions.
Work on dairy farms can be particularly arduous and dangerous, exacerbated by
working long hours in the cold, harsh climate of Vermont much of the year. Located in
mostly rural areas of a very rural state, dairy farms in Vermont can be geographically and
socially isolating, and certain regions of the state may place undocumented farmworkers
at greater risk of deportation; there are few community resources geared towards the
relatively small Latino population, and many farmworkers lack the social supports they
enjoyed from their family and friends still living in their home countries. If these
stressors reach a tipping point for the migrant farmworkers where they exceeded the
workers’ abilities to use available coping mechanisms (which are notably limited), it
could contribute to a greater likelihood of other mental health issues like anxiety and
depression, or could reduce worker productivity or drive farmworkers to seek out work in
other states with greater community resources or fewer stressors. It is as important as
ever to continue research into understanding the sources of stress and its effects on Latino
migrant farmworkers, and to find innovative ways to support the state and local policies
and organizations that serve the needs of this otherwise vulnerable population.
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APPENDIX A
Table 23
Vermont MFWSI stress items with mean scores
Stress variable (question #)

Mean

Rank

n

Migrating to this country was difficult (31)

3.62

1

173

I worry about being deported (30)

3.36

2

173

I worry about not having a permit to work in this country (14)

3.28

3

173

It is difficult to be away from family members (8)
I have difficulty understanding other people when they speak
English (37)
I have difficulty communicating in the English language (1)

3.25

4

173

2.72

5

173

2.60

6

173

It is difficult to be away from friends (23)

2.58

7

172

Sometimes I don't feel at home (13)

2.43

8

173

I have to work in bad weather (2)

2.38

9

173

At times I have to work long hours (7)
Because of farmwork, I do not have time to get things done
outside of work (21)
It bothers me that other people use drugs (39)

2.38

10

173

2.34

11

173

2.32

12

173

There are no stores nearby (27)

2.28

13

173

I have had to adjust to the different foods in this country (9)

2.25

14

173

I do not have reliable transportation (26)

2.24

15

172

I do not have adequate medical care (6)
At times I have not been able to buy things that I want because I
make little money (5)
I find it hard to meet people (16)

2.16

16

173

2.15

17

173

2.15

18

173

I find it difficult to talk about my feelings to other people (18)

2.10

19

173

I feel isolated (11)

2.06

20

173

Sometimes I have difficulty finding a job (29)

1.98

21

172

Sometimes I feel that my housing is inadequate (15)

1.97

22

173

174

It bothers me that other people drink too much alcohol (25)
Because of the physical nature of farmwork, I have health
problems (4)
Due to following migrant farmwork, sometimes I do not feel
settled (that I am often on the move) (10)
It is difficult to complete the paperwork necessary to receive
social services (35)
Sometimes I feel that the conditions of the bathrooms are bad
(32)
I have experienced discrimination in this country (28)
There are not enough Spanish radio or television shows in this
area (3)
I worry about my relationship with my partner (17)

1.93

23

173

1.82

24

173

1.82

25

173

1.68

26

173

1.54

27

173

1.52

28

173

1.32

29

173

1.31

30

173

I worry about my children's education (38)
I do not get enough credit from other family members for the
work I do (36)
My life has become more difficult because my partner is no
longer with me (22)
There is not enough water to drink when I am working (19)
I have been taken advantage of by my employer or supervisor
on this farm where I am currently employed (12)
I worry about who my children are spending time with (33)
I have been physically or emotionally abused by my partner
(34)
I worry about the values that my children are being exposed to
in this country (24)
I do not have anyone to care for my children while I am
working (20)

1.29

31

173

1.23

32

173

1.14

33

173

1.06

34

173

1.04

35

173

0.69

36

173

0.39

37

173

0.28

38

173

0.20

39

173
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APPENDIX B
Table 24
Comparison of top MFWSI stress items with mean scores of > 2.5: all migrant
farmworkers versus those surveyed only on farms

Stress variable (question #)

Farmworkers
surveyed on farm +
at Open Door Clinic

Farmworkers
surveyed on farm
only

Mean

Rank

n

Mean

Rank

n

Migrating to this country was difficult

3.62

1

173

3.60

1

139

I worry about being deported

3.36

2

173

3.30

2

139

3.28

3

173

3.19

3

139

3.25

4

173

3.15

4

139

2.72

5

173

2.71

5

139

2.60

6

173

2.62

6

139

2.58

7

172

2.57

7

138

I worry about not having a permit to
work in this country
It is difficult to be away from family
members
I have difficulty understanding other
people when they speak English
I have difficulty communicating in the
English language
It is difficult to be away from friends
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